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A major concern in the public schools is the low academic achievement of African 
American males.  This mixed methods study examined the classroom experiences of 
African American male students in an alternative program.  The dual purpose was to 
investigate the teachers’ perceptions and their ability to provide best learning 
environments for these students as well as investigate the perceptions of parents whose 
sons are enrolled in the alternative school.  To achieve the purpose of this study multiple 
sources of data such as Lake School student data, teacher and parent interviews, and 
classroom observations were used.  Thirty-one participants were interviewed (18 teachers 
and 13 parents) using a semi-structured 10 question interview protocol.  The researcher 
also conducted observations of the teachers’ classrooms included in the interviews.  The 
following 4 themes emerged from a thorough analysis of all data gathered in this study: 
student motivation, adaptable teaching strategies, communication, and parent partnership.  
Through semi-structured interviews, teachers expressed that this group of students are 
particularly challenging because of their lack of motivation in the classroom.  Forty-five 
percent of the teacher respondents reported that the biggest challenge they face with this 
population is their lack of interest and motivation in the school experience.  Further 44% 
of teacher respondents indicated that they have difficulty keeping these students engaged 
in the classroom.  Low self-esteem was also a concern and 85% of the teacher 
respondents indicated that these students appear to have low self-esteem when 
encouraged to perform academically in the classroom.  Thirty-eight percent mentioned 
that altering their teaching strategies assists in keeping these students engaged and further 




Additionally teachers and parents expressed the need for the home school connection to 
gain increased success and knowledge regarding these students and their cultural 
nuances.  Communication was expressed as a key concern; 76% of parent respondents as 
well as 88% of all teacher respondents indicated that the need for open communication is 
necessary for student achievement.  Parents and teachers, however, differed in their 
feelings about the level of communication; 60% of the parents did not feel welcomed into 



























Chapter 1: The Problem 
Introduction 
Public high schools report the least success in the education of African American 
male students (Duncan, 2002; Lilley, 2010; Malveaux, 2010; Schott Foundation for 
Public Education, 2010).  African American students, specifically the 5 million school-
age African American males, appear not to benefit from the promise of a free and 
appropriate education, particularly in our high schools, compared to other ethnic groups 
and females (Edsource Report, 2008; Hale, 1982; Ladson-Billings, 1995, 2000; 
Rothstein, 2004).  These particular students are leaving high school without diplomas at 
higher rates than other groups of American public school students in all grade levels, 
beginning as early as the eighth grade.  According to the National Center of Educational 
Studies (2011) an African American male has about a 42% chance of graduating from 
high school, compared to 81% for Asians, 76% for Whites, and 58% for Hispanic 
Students.  Almost 10% more Whites than African-Americans (ages 19-24) graduate from 
high school (Kaufman, Klein, & Frase, 1997).  In school districts across the county, as 
many as 70% of Black males entering the ninth grade are not graduating within a 4-year 
span.   
  Several explanations have been explored regarding the reason for the 
discrepancy in achievement; however, most significant are: high levels of special 
education placement, low performance on standardized tests, lowered academic 
expectations leading to negative relationships with teachers, and the feelings of alienation 
and inadequacy articulated by these students in the school setting (Allen & Boykin, 1992; 




Special education placement.  The literature indicates a trend in the number of 
special education referrals for these students.  African American students comprise 17% 
of public school students.  Forty-one percent of special education referral students are 
placed in special education programs, and 85% of those placements are African 
American male students (Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2010).  Roughly one 
out of three African American males are diagnosed and placed as special education 
students.  Nationally, African American males are disproportionately placed in special 
education settings, but they are virtually non-existent in gifted and talented programs 
(Kunjufu, 2005; Porter, 1997).  African American males are disproportionately assigned 
to special education classes and, thus, have very limited opportunity to enroll in advanced 
placement courses leading to university eligibility (Schott Foundation for Public 
Education, 2004).  Research conducted since the 1980s reveals that lower academic 
achievement for African American male students is a problem occurring in inner cities as 
well as affluent public school settings (Jenkins, 2006; Ogbu, 1991; University of 
California, 1997).   
Standardized test scores.  Another issue surrounding the achievement of this 
population is the existing standardized test score data.  Historically, African American 
students have scored significantly lower on standardized tests than their White 
counterparts and are becoming high school dropouts at accelerated rates (Dunbar, 1994; 
Steele, 2004).  Negative perceptions regarding their potential—along with the exclusive 
usage of test data including standardized and intelligence tests to determine academic 
success—may inhibit the success of these students and are significant in determining 






Larry P. v. Riles (1979), the court ruled that intelligence, aptitude, or achievement tests 
measure students’ present performance based on information that the student has been 
previously exposed to.   
Lower expectations.  Another explanation for the discrepancy in achievement 
within this group of students indicates that the expectations of these students’ are 
significantly lower than other subgroups.  A lowered academic expectation for African 
American males is a common phenomenon that may lead to the acceptance of inferior 
educational outcomes (Weinstein, 2002).  These students are consistently performing 
among the lowest of the major sub-groups in the public school system because of these 
lowered expectations.  Some believe such expectations for academic achievement among 
African American males are based on negative perceptions (Knaus, 2007; Neal, McCray, 
& Webb-Johnson, 2001).   
Teacher perceptions.  The literature supports the notion that there may be 
challenges in developing positive relationships between classroom teachers and African 
American male students, and these challenges may be contributing factors to the 
educational gap (Kunjufu, 2002; Thompson, 2004).  There is direct correlation between 
positive or negative teacher perceptions of African American male students and these 
students’ academic achievement (Kunjufu, 2002; Thompson, 2004).  Weinstein (2002) 
asserts that high teacher expectations contribute to their enthusiasm to meet students’ 
challenges and to support students achieving academic goals.  Based on Weiner’s 
research, negative attitudes and beliefs may be contributing factors to the chronic 




standardized tests and earning the lowest grade point averages compared to their 
counterparts (Thompson, 2004).   
Feelings of alienation and inadequacy.  Ogbu’s (1991) oppositional perspective 
describes the classroom attitude of African American males as the cool pose (Majors & 
Billson, 1992).  This cool pose allows Black males an opportunity to retain their dignity 
by maintaining peer approval, which creates an artificial mask of their feelings of 
inadequacy.  Student using this cool pose are interpreted by teachers as exhibiting 
unfavorable classroom behavior, subsequently leading to increased disciplinary referrals.  
The cool pose is inconsistent with traditional characteristics of what teachers see as a  
hard working good student (Osborne, 1999). 
  Upon this researcher’s initial review of the current status of the academic records 
of the students at Angelino High, records showed alarming trends among the students of 
color, primarily the African American male students: (a) few students in this group were 
planning on continuing their education after high school and (b) low graduation rates.  In 
addition, they were not enrolling in the more challenging college preparatory courses the 
school is known for.  Based on the researchers’ initial observations at Angelino High 
School classical campus, staff appeared to be comfortable with the status quo and not 
asking the hard questions about the lack of success of these students.  However, in the 
Lake School alternative program, teachers appeared to have some additional 
interventions specific to this group to enhance their academic achievement.   
The views of teachers can help policymakers to frame circumstances confronting 
African American male students and offer rationale surrounding many of the conditions 






serve as a vehicle for educators and parents to analyze, document, and understand the 
factors that contribute to the placement of African American male students in alternative 
high school settings as well as understanding classroom experiences that contribute to 
academic success.  The findings in this study may serve to contribute to the body of 
research for the purpose of providing insight into effective instructional methodologies 
designed to maintain this particular group in general education classes in high school, 
thereby reducing the need for these students to be placed in alternative high school 
settings.   
Statement of the Problem 
These students are placed in alternative high school programs because of low 
grade point averages, limited credits for graduation, and poor behavior.  They continue to 
have difficulty progressing academically in high school and do not conform to classroom 
norms.  The difficulties that these students experience contribute to the challenges 
teachers in public high schools face in their attempt to sustain a classroom environment 
conducive to learning.  Based upon the drop out rates of African American males, 
teachers appear to have difficulty creating instructional methods to correlate with the 
learning needs and behavioral styles present in the classroom.  These challenges may 
limit many teachers from providing effective learning environments for high achievement 
for African American males.   
Research points to the notion that teachers may have limited exposure to the 
African American community outside of the classroom and may not be as experienced 
with their cultural differences, often exacerbating the cultural mismatch between teacher 




these students in the school environment and how those perceptions correlate to their 
cultural nuances and inhibit the academic success of these students.   
Purpose of the Study 
 This study investigated teacher perceptions and their ability to provide best 
learning environments for African American male high school students in an alternative 
program.  The beliefs these teachers had developed as a result of their experiences in the 
classroom environment provided insight to what works best for these students in the 
classroom setting.  Specifically, this study examined the perceptions the teachers had 
about overall student motivation, ability, and classroom actions and how to incorporate 
parent participation in the learning process.   
 This study also investigated parent perceptions of their students’ academic 
success in an alternative program.  Parent involvement is of paramount importance to the 
development of the whole student. 
The intent of this study was to provide the educational community serving this 
population with some insight into contemporary perceptions of high school African 
American males and their educational experiences through the perspective of their 
teachers and parents.  This study also sought to understand and portray the concerns 
teachers have with their ability to provide appropriate learning environments for African 
American male students at an alternative high school in Southern California.   
Research Questions 
The following research questions guided this research: 
1. How do teachers describe their perceptions of African American male students in 






2. In what ways do these teachers develop relationships with African American male 
students? 
3. What instructional practices do teachers utilize in these classrooms to engage 
these students?  
4. How do teachers interact with parents of African American male students? 
5. How are the counselor home visits helpful in assisting teachers understanding of 
some of the challenges these students face in the classroom?  
6. What kind of teacher in-service training do teachers perceive would be helpful to 
facilitate cultural understanding? How do parents perceive their child’s 
experiences in the alternative school classroom? 
7. How do parents perceive their child’s experiences in the alternative school 
classrooms? 
Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework of this study was based on the symbolic integrationist 
theory of self-esteem (Majors & Billson, 1992; Ogbu, 1992; Steele, 1992, 1997).  As 
explained in greater detail in Chapter 2, the symbolic integrationist perspective on self-
esteem helps explain why a student may or may not develop identification with academic 
success (Cooley, 1902; James, 1890/1963; Mead, 1934).  As African American male 
students acquire feedback from their environments (such as stereotypes) that shape their 
beliefs about themselves, they may identify with the perception of themselves as 
unscholarly.  This may cause them to minimize the importance of academic success.  
This theoretical framework presents a basis to begin the thought process and gain greater 




 Significance of the Study  
The significance of this study was that it increased awareness that may help 
teachers begin to rethink their approach to the learning and pedagogical dynamics of the 
African American male students in high school alternative programs. This study also 
offers teachers in alternative high schools and other settings an opportunity to understand 
the cultural dynamics of these students in an effort to promote greater learning outcomes 
by cultivating additional teaching strategies to increase the educational outcomes of the 
African American male.  In addition, the results of this study provide useful data and 
offer opportunities to provide meaningful dialogue with new and veteran teachers to 
create a cohesive school atmosphere.  Many of the current perceptions held are addressed 
in this study in an effort to develop strategies that will enhance the educational 
opportunities of African American students in general, and African American males in 
particular. 
The results of the study may be used to assist this school site in gaining a better 
understanding of the classroom experiences of the African American students as they are 
viewed by teachers, administrators, and parents.  These perceptions may enable teachers 
and administrators an opportunity to develop strategies that will be beneficial in 
developing effective programmatic efforts to improve academic outcomes for the African 
American male students.  The results of the study further explain the origins of these 
perceptions and why these students appear to be difficult to reach and connect with.  The 
analysis further serves to make teachers aware of some of their perceptions and 
stereotypes, both positive and negative, and how those views may impact the academic 






alternative high schools, administrators and policymakers would not know if and how 
these programs may or may not enhance the learning experiences of African American 
males. 
 In addition, the goal of this investigation was to add to the current research on 
classroom experiences of African American males in alternative high school programs.  
Although there was a great deal of literature that examined experiences of student 
achievement in the public school, there was limited research that specifically focuses on 
teacher perceptions of the experiences of African American male students in alternative 
high school programs.  The study attempted to bring further attention to this ever-
increasing problem in an effort to provide a training ground for administrators, teachers, 
parents and counselors to work toward a solution to the problem.  Through understanding 
African American males, educators and policy makers, local state and federal can then 
begin to create and fund programs that seek to close the achievement gap that continues 
to exist for these students.   
The intent was to provide the educational community with insight important 
towards the enhancement of more positive experiences that would lead to an 
understanding that would ultimately serve to meet the needs for this sub-group and their 
families. 
Definition of Terms 
• Achievement gap: the observation of disparity on a number of education measures 
between the performance of groups of students, defined by gender, race, ethnicity, 




standardized test scores, grade point averages and college-enrollment and 
retention rates.   
• Alternative high school: An intervention program designed to offer additional 
support to those students who have experienced academic difficulty in a 
traditional high school program (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011).  
• At-risk student: a student whose school performance is significantly below other 
students in his/her cohort and is not meeting the requirements to promote to the 
next grade level or are in danger of not graduating from high school.   
• Black or African American: A Black person who is American and from African 
origin (“African American,” n.d.). 
• California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE): Exam required in the state of 
California for all high school graduates to successfully pass prior to earning a 
high school diploma.  The CAHSEE was designed by the Department of 
Education to ensure that all high school graduates were proficient in the areas of 
math, reading, and writing.   
• Culture: shared values, goals, attitudes and practices common to groups of people 
that identify with similar beliefs. 
• High school counselor: Provide guidance for high school students on behavioral, 
social and personal problems; as well as offer advice on post-secondary option 
(U.S. Department of Labor, 2009) 
• Parent: A mother, father, or guardian of a student (“Parent,” n.d.). 








 This study was limited to one alternative school and by the size and population 
within the Lake School program at Angelino High School.  This site may not be 
representative of other alternative high schools in the greater Los Angeles County.  The 













  Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 
Historical Overview 
 Many African American characteristic traits stem from a history of negativity 
dating from as far back as the 1600s with the arrival of the very first people from Africa.  
They were perceived as being lazy, aggressive, and unable to learn (Bogle, 1994; 
Ferguson, 2000).  Bireda (2002) acknowledged that negative perceptions of the African 
American male have existed for years and have become a part of the overall opinion of 
Americans across the country.   
Boskin (1986) in his study explained the brunt of these stereotypical perceptions 
as being the sambo and the brute  (Green, 1998).  The sambo is characterized as the 
slovenly, lazy, childlike, and thrilled to submit to being taken care of by the slave owner.  
The term sambo gave Americans the excuse necessary to justify slavery as a natural 
means of treatment.  Simply stated by Boskin, “Sambo allows for acceptance to enslave 
people and treat them as second class citizens” (p. 10).   
The brute on the other hand was the image that depicts the African American 
males as a sexually aggressive deviant that needed to be controlled and disciplined 
constantly.  Although African American males have escaped from some of these extreme 
stereotypes, some variations of the same perceptions are present in the classroom, 
inhibiting positive relationships between student and teacher (Bireda, 2002; Boskin, 
1986; Green, 1998).   
Throughout educational history, teacher perceptions of students’ abilities and 
strengths have been related to their academic success (Lobov, 1970; Rist, 1970; 






positive teachers are consistent with higher academic outcomes for students (Ferguson, 
1998; Rist, 1970; Valdes, 2001; Wentzel, 1997).   
Bireda (2002) suggests that African American male students believe that their 
teachers fail to support or care about their academic success, compared to their 
counterparts (Noguera, 2003).  Davis (1999), on the other hand, contends that African 
American male students are feared by their teachers who view them as intimidating, 
which may prevent positive relationships with these students.   
Ogbu (1991) suggests, that cultural ecological theory provides some explanation 
to this phenomenon of negative teacher student relationships.  Cultural ecological theory 
suggests that when African American male adolescents are faced with unequal treatment 
and lowered expectations, they usually retreat from learning and focus their attention 
elsewhere, such as on personal dress, grooming, dating, and athletics (Graham, Taylor, & 
Hudley, 1998).  In other words, their behavior may be viewed as intimidating, when in 
fact the behavior is a coping mechanism to justify the negative attitudes projected by the 
dominant culture (Ogbu, 1991, 2003). 
Current as well as past research indicates that school districts are not actively 
putting forth enough effort to improve the educational atmosphere for these students 
(American Federation of Teachers, 1999; Brady, 2003).  Engagement studies indicate that 
African American male students are extremely susceptible to a loss of interest and lower 
academic success as a result of negative perceptions of their academic ability exhibited 
by their teachers (Osborne, 1999; Steele & Aronson, 1995).   
Schools that house primarily minority students in their classrooms are scoring 




non-minority students (Sireci, Deleon, & Washington, 2002).  African American 
students, as a group in the United States, are at a great disadvantage; the failure to meet 
testing standards is consistently contributing to their school failures (Steele, 2004).   
African American students, as a group, are in desperate need of academic 
intervention.  For the purpose of this study, I will focus specifically on African American 
male students, as they are the lowest academic performers (Kunjufu, 2008).  The review 
of literature will examine current research, theories, and methodologies associated with 
the connection between teacher perceptions and the impact of their views on the 
educational outcomes of African American male students.   
Current Condition of African American Males 
To date, there are approximately 5 million Black boys in the United States and 
among that 5 million, 42% that enter the ninth grade (regardless of social economic 
status), are earning high school diplomas by their 12th grade year (Schott Foundation for 
Public Education, 2010).  Additionally, almost 10% more Whites than African-
Americans ages (19-24) graduate from high school (Kaufman et al., 1997).   
The African American male student is often viewed as distressed, with limited 
academic opportunities to secure a successful future.  Ford (2006) also maintains that 
African American male students continue to be underrepresented in advanced placement 
courses leading to college acceptance as well as overrepresented in special education 
restrictive classes.   
The societal implications surrounding the academic success of these students will 
stimulate in-depth study in an effort to neutralize the long-term effects that a negative 






students lack the educational tools required to be economically secure, the result is 
heightened criminal behavior and loss of optimal productivity, leading to a drain on the 
economy, thereby affecting law-abiding citizens (Dunbar, 1994).   
Based upon the low fourth grade standardized reading scores, researchers have 
predicted that by the year 2010, 1.5 million of the African American male population will 
be imprisoned (Kunjufu, 2008).  Currently 52% of the prison population is comprised of 
African American males.  By contrast, 3.5% of African American males are currently 
enrolled in a college at both the community and university level (Kunjufu, 2008).  
African American males also have the highest rate of homicide as perpetrators and as 
victims.  In addition, these young men bear the burden of being the group with the lowest 
life expectancies to the age of 19 (Spivak, Prothrow-Stith, & Hausman, 1988).  They also 
lead the nation in unemployment and are the very last to be considered for employment 
(Feagin & Sikes, 1994). 
African American Males in California 
African American students account for only 7.6% of the public school population 
in California, yet they account for 50% of the dropouts in California high schools (Smith, 
2004).  In California, adolescent Black males lead the state with a 41% homicide rate, 
whereas Latinos have a 14% homicide rate, Asians are at 5%, and Whites are at 4% 
(California Legislative Black Caucus, 2006).  The prison rate for African American males 
in California is higher than the number of African American males enrolled in college.  In 
2004 the Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation reported that the African 
American male population in California was at 3%, 29% of those men were in prison, 




African American male students continue to be left behind due to their under-
representation in our educational system.  Unfortunately, their lack of educational 
attainment continues to inhibit their social and economic mobility.  These students are 
among the lowest performers on standard indicators of academic success such as 
standardized test scores and have the lowest grade point averages of the major minority 
subgroups (Vavrus & Cole, 2002).  This is not a new phenomenon; however, the issues 
continue to exist with no acceptable resolution.   
African American students have gone through many educational changes 
throughout American history.  Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 and the No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB) legislation have been at the forefront in the last 50 years and have 
garnered the biggest impact for African Americans.  Traditionally, African American 
families have placed high value on education and view a good education as a vehicle for 
improvement in their social and economic status  (Burlew, 1975; Constantine & 
Blackmon, 2002; Ford 1993; Graham, 1994); however, African Americans tend to 
distrust the public school when they are faced with inadequate resources and teachers 
(Ogbu, 1991).   
   In 1954 in Topeka Kansas a group of African American parents united in an effort 
to establish the basic right of equal opportunities to education for all.  The original view 
was to advance the education of the African American students; however, the long term 
effects were meant to democratize public education, allowing all groups who had been 
treated unfairly a voice in policy matters while holding educational institutions 






 NCLB, although similar to Brown v. Board of Education (1952), intends to hold 
schools more accountable as well as allow for greater educational opportunities for the 
minority students.  Many believe that NCLB was designed to bring the needed changes 
where Brown had failed to do so (Kahlenberg, 2008).  The main goal has been and 
always will be equal access and equity for not only African American students but for all 
students of color. 
Brown v. the Board of Education 
In 1954 America decided that as a nation we can do better (Scherer, 2004).  
Brown v. Board of Education was not only about the education of children but was about 
the tendency for people to prejudge, stereotype, and discriminate against others based on 
their religious, physical, ethnic, and cultural characteristics (Brown Foundation, 2009).   
 Brown started the modern civil rights movements that led to sit-ins, freedom 
rides, marches, and boycotts, consequently leading to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Cose, 
2004).  There has been much controversy over this issue in the past 50 years.  In 1954, 
the Board of Education in Topeka, Kansas was ordered to allow African American 
children opportunities in all White schools.  The ruling of Brown v. Board was 
determined that African American male students would make better progress if they were 
immersed in predominately White environments (Banks, 2005).  Many educators 
believed that students would be privy to better opportunities in these environments; 
however, not all believed that these students would progress further (Feldman, 2005).  
The Brown v. Board of Education ruling meant that enrollment in a better White school 
could not be based on the color of a student’s skin or the residence of the family (Russo, 




about every part of the American society ranging from the legislation effectuating the 
Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, to gender equity, to protecting the rights of children 
with disabilities (Russo, 2004).   
The Brown v. the Board of Education decision was a defining moment in the 
history of America.  The ruling was perceived as being beneficial to the educational 
advancement of African Americans.  The difficulty with Brown v. the Board of 
Education appeared to be the limited planning of how the legislation was going to be 
carried out to benefit African American students.  The Brown legislation accounted for 
movement of bodies; however, it did not account for the manner in which the differences 
in culture would be addressed.  Regrettably, students were simply moved to dissimilar 
environments where the students were being taught by those who were misinformed of 
their cultural differences and learning styles (Cose, 2004).  Many African American 
educators were against the major desegregation efforts and believed that those students 
who were encouraged to enroll in a desegregated school would be subjected to lowered 
academic expectations.  The African American educators also believed that Black 
students would be filtered into lower educational tracks based on their perceptions of 
lowered intelligence, which were not commensurate with higher education (Carnahan, 
2003).  Unfortunately, African American students have yet to benefit educationally in the 
public and or private school settings, specifically African American males.  The original 
thought was that being educated in more diverse environments would allow for a more 
level playing field for these students.  Being allowed to attend school with their 
Caucasian counterparts would boost their academic standing by providing more 






community funding, and more educational resources were available.  Apparently these 
beliefs proved to be ineffective.  As important as Brown was to establishing the basic 
right of equal opportunity to education for all, the decades of court battles that followed 
too often distracted school boards, administrators, and even parents from focusing on 
what students, particularly Black male students, required to be successful (Carnahan, 
2003).  These distractions over the past few years have contributed to an achievement gap 
between African American males and their counterparts. 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB)  
The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) initiative was created to overturn the past 
years of ineffective education occurring within those schools primarily populated by 
children of color (Noddings, 2005).  NCLB, although similar to Brown, intends to hold 
schools more accountable as well as allow for greater educational opportunities for the 
minority student.   
Consequently, NCLB is prone to the same mistake of focusing on the outcome 
and not the practical approaches of how to achieve successful outcomes (Noddings, 
2005).  NCLB contains some of the same features as Brown by allowing students access 
to education in higher performing schools after 3 consecutive years at a low-performing 
school (Bracey, 2004).   
The data is disaggregated among all sub-groups, and if any one subgroup misses 
the mark, that school is considered a failing school (Bracey, 2004).  Sanctions are 
imposed when a school does not meet their academic targets for all subgroups 




Students have the option of leaving their neighborhood schools to attend a higher 
performing school that is making the grade so-to-speak (Bracey, 2004).  These schools 
are generally in more affluent neighborhoods.  This clause in NCLB fails to address the 
problem for the consistent low academic performance in the students’ neighborhood 
school (Bracey, 2006).  The indicator is simply based on the test scores of the student.  
Curriculum and effective teaching strategies are not addressed.   
According to Peske and Haycock (2006), Congress should support our teachers in 
reaching those state standards by providing additional training and guidance about what 
and how to teach our most challenging students.  Current research indicates the need for 
restructuring the educational process by not simply moving students and teachers; law 
makers should address the perceptions and ideas held by educators in those schools who 
are skilled in the area of what these students need to become successful academically 
(Davis, 1999; Noddings, 2005).  Teacher quality has been a source for concern with 
NCLB critics.  Achievement gaps will persist without addressing teacher quality by 
providing specific training.   
Student-Centered Instruction 
 Teachers should create a classroom environment that emphasizes the learning 
preferences of African American male students and the culture of the school.  Many 
theorists insist that teachers should utilize pedagogy that incorporates a basic 
understanding of African American cultural techniques that have proven to intensify 
student learning (Bennett, 2001; Foster, 1997; Irvine, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1995; 






Bilingual/bicultural classes and Afro centric curricula are attempts to even the 
playing field, so to speak, so that the language and culture of these groups are perceived 
as equally valued and powerful.  Projects such as the Kamehameha Elementary 
Education Program (KEEP) have demonstrated that when children are not required to 
renounce their cultural heritage, school achievement markedly improves (Tharp, 1989).   
Meeting the learner where they are is paramount in the learning classroom, and it 
becomes the teacher’s responsibility to determine the students’ preferred learning style 
and to teach accordingly (Kendall, 1996).  To determine the specific style of learning the 
teacher must first observe the manner in which the student interacts in the learning 
environment.   
According to Moje and Hinchman (2004), African American students should be 
provided with high quality instruction that is culturally responsive in order to be 
considered best practice.  Educators cannot continue to be ignorant of the cultural 
orientations of ethnically diverse students, as this practice will continue to impose 
academic underachievement among these groups (Gay, 2000).  Understanding how these 
groups learn is the catalyst to effective teaching (Berry, 2003). 
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 
Research indicates that the unique and culturally significant teaching styles of 
African American male teachers are directly related to the academic success of children 
of color.  Studies consistently show that a learning environment that closely resembles 
that of the White middle-class creates a misinterpretation in the curriculum for the 
African American male students, thereby contributing to the achievement gap (Irvine & 




opportunities based on cultural values and beliefs” (Thompson, 2007, p. 41).  Educational 
leaders such as Delpit (1995), Gay (2000), Hale (2001), Hilliard (1996), and Ladson-
Billings (1995), suggest that culturally relevant pedagogy is beneficial for students in 
improving student achievement (as cited in Thompson, 2007).  “Specifically, culturally 
relevant teaching is a method of teaching that empowers students intellectually, socially, 
emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 41).   
Many educational theorists focus on the differences between African American 
and Caucasian students and consider those differences as intellectual deficiencies 
(Ferguson, 1998; Lee, 2002; Rothstein, 2004).  However, researchers focusing on 
culturally relevant pedagogy believe that students have the potential for greatness if met 
at their current level of performance (Lee, 2002).  Theorists who support this line of 
thinking suggest that African American students should not be immersed in classrooms 
that measure them based on benchmarks set for Caucasian students but instead should be 
measured by their own cultural strengths (Giddings, 2001; Hilliard, 1992,1998; Hoover, 
1992; Karenga, 2005).  Lomotey (1992) suggests, 
African centered education enables…students to look at the world with Africa as 
the center.  It encompasses not only those instructional and curricular approaches 
that result in a shift in students’ world view, but it engenders a reorientation of 
their values and actions as well….  It involves more than mere textbooks and 
other curricular materials; it encompasses a supportive, understanding, and 
encouraging school climate…it demands that children be viewed as educable and 







 Students that are successful at assimilating into the dominant culture and code-
switching are generally the higher achievers.  Those students who are not savvy enough 
or are resistant to assimilation generally progress at lower levels (Irvine, 2001).   
Radical Schooling Theory 
 This theory shows how our educational institutions perpetuate the inequalities that 
exist in our society based on our political, social, and economic systems.  According to 
Bourdieu (1984), there is a hidden curriculum that caters to the dominant culture in our 
society that does not take into account the inequalities children bring from their home 
environments.  Specifically, African American homes often lack the resources and 
opportunities that their White counterparts have grown accustomed to, such as visiting 
museums, international travel, as well as summer and after-school enrichment courses 
(Boykin & Bailey, 2000).   
Symbolic Interactionist Theory: Self-Concept and Stereotypes 
The theoretical framework of this study is based on the symbolic integrationist 
theory of self-esteem (Majors & Billson, 1992; Ogbu, 1992; Steele, 1992, 1997).  
Identification with academics is based in the symbolic integrationist perspective on self-
esteem (Cooley, 1902; James, 1980/1963; Mead, 1934).  Previous classroom experiences 
inhibit students of color, primarily African American males, from viewing themselves as 
being scholarly.  These experiences may lead to lowered levels of academic success.  
Mead (1934) indicates that individuals acquire feedback from their environments that 
shapes their beliefs about themselves.  If those perceptions are seen as true then those 
views may then be integrated into the self-concepts of these students; therefore the 




asserts that students tend to minimize the importance of areas in which they feel their 
identified group has had poor outcomes, such as in the classroom.  On the other hand, 
students value areas in which their group has traditionally excelled, for instance, athletics 
and other physical activities (Crocker & Major, 1989; Major & Schmader, 1998; Taylor 
& Brown, 1988; Tesser, 1988; Tesser & Campbell, 1980).   
 Steele’s (1992, 1997) stereotype threat model points out that negative stereotypes 
play a big part in academic underperformance of minority students (see Figure 1).  Steele 
suggests that most students suffer from the anxiety of school performance, while student 
groups such as African American males who are historically plagued by low academic 
ability are susceptible to increased levels of school anxiety (such as being hesitant to 
participate in classroom discussions for fear of being viewed as dumb).  For this group of 
students, appearing foolish in class not only validates the negative group stereotype but is 
also very damaging to them personally if it brings mocking from peers.   
Blacks risk devaluation for a particular incompetence, such as a failed test or a 
flubbed pronunciation.  But they further risk that such performances will confirm 
the broader, racial inferiority they are suspected of.  From the first grade through 
graduate school, Blacks have the extra fear that in the eyes of those around them 
their full humanity could fall with a poor answer or a mistaken stroke of the pen.  
(Noguera, 2000, p. 6) 
Thus these students tend to reduce their anxiety by disassociating with the academic 
environment altogether.  This theoretical framework presents a basis to begin the thought 









Figure 1.  Steele’s (1992, 1997) stereotype threat model. 
Ogbu (2003) discovered that even in a school in which African American students 
were largely from the same high socioeconomic standing as their Caucasian peers, the 
African American students had very negative attitudes regarding their studies and were 
often not putting forth enough effort to be successful academically.  Ogbu indicated, 
“peer culture and a fear of acting White and using standard English attributed to negative 
student attitudes about being successful academically” (p. 234).  These findings 
contributed to the lowered standardized testing scores as well as the limited enrollment in 
advanced placement courses for the African American students. 
Sense of Belonging 
Newman, Lohman, and Newman, (2007) indicated that during secondary school, 




teachers fail to give this encouragement to African American students.  African American 
male students need to feel a sense of connection to the school community.  This 
connection includes closer relationships with not only the teachers but also to 
administration and staff to optimize their learning potential.  Students who are more 
engaged in their school environment have increased motivation, leading to higher 
achievement outcomes (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004).  Research indicates that 
school belonging is related to a student’s perception of positive attitudes their teachers 
have for them and their academic success (Steele, 1992).  As noted earlier, Cooper and 
Datnow (1996) are among those researchers who found that race and cultural differences 
contribute to negative perceptions that lead to low levels of educational success of 
African American students.  Kunjufu (2002) indicated that the concept of this 
relationship building between teacher and student is not simply a problem with 
disadvantaged Black male students relating to middle-class White female teachers; these 
problems occur with African American middle class educators as well.  However, other 
theorists assert that African American teachers have unique teaching styles that promote 
higher rates of academic achievement for African American students that lead to greater 
school success (Foster, 1997; Irvine, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1995).  Positive connections 
with these students can be particularly challenging for many of our educators due to the 
cultural differences and the perceived deficits many teachers believe these students have 
(Thompson, 2004).  Research consistently points out that the formulation of meaningful 
relationships with these students should be present and will more often lead to greater 
academic gains (Corbett, Wilson, & Williams, 2002; Davis, 1999;  Kunjufu, 2002).  






families may begin to dissipate negative perceptions of these students.  Personal 
communication from the school is most effective in connecting with the families, so the 
school should take the first step in connecting with the families to facilitate home-to-
school connection (Decker & Majerczyk, 2000; Hiatt-Michael, 2010; Johnstone, 1997). 
Gibson (2001) studied teacher expectations and student-to-teacher relationships as 
an important factor in determining African American male delinquency in Bronx, New 
York.  Gibson examined two public schools, one traditional and one alternative school 
and found that teachers’ ability or willingness to connect with the students was an 
extremely important factor in defining positive or negative school experiences for these 
students.  Student testimony revealed that they connected with the teachers who knew 
how to keep it real.  These teachers were characterized as teachers who communicated 
most effectively with their students and were able to provide real life experiences in their 
teaching.   
For African American students to be academically successful, teachers must get to 
know them as well as their cultural background to begin making more positive 
connections with their students (Cooper & Datnow, 1996; Ogbu, 1991).  These students 
have difficulty tailoring their behavior to conform to what is expected of them in the 
classroom.  For this reason, it becomes increasingly necessary for teachers to meet the 
students where they are in an effort to make better connections for them in the learning 
environment.   
Pedro Noguera (2000) conducted a study in a magnet school where 537 African 
American male students were surveyed and answered the question my teachers support 




surveyed, 42% responded, strongly disagree and 38% responded, disagree. These 
findings show that many students within their African American male population feel 
largely unsupported by their teachers.  Booker (2006) coined the phrase identification-
connection divide, indicating that the African American male student understands that 
education is important; however, because of the cultural disconnection to the school and 
not feeling as if they belong, the student misses out on the learning outcome.  A sense of 
belonging is desperately required to achieve full academic potential. 
Maslow’s (1999) hierarchy of needs theory indicates that students must feel a 
sense of acceptance before he/she can move on to the next level of need to obtain 
knowledge and growth by those in their environment.  There is a direct correlation 
between the warmth and encouragement a student feels when his teacher holds him in a 
positive manner.  Fine (1991) determined that student drop out rates were significantly 
decreased when teachers exhibited genuine support and encouragement in the success of 
their students.  Grade point averages were significantly higher when students felt a sense 
of belonging in their school community (Anderman, 2002).  Studies also indicated that 
those teachers who were highly engaged in their students overall success found that their 
students exhibited advanced levels of achievement (Buote, 2001).  Gutman and Midgely 
(2000) conducted a study of low-income African American middle school students that 
showed a significant decrease in grade point averages of students who recently 
transitioned to middle school.  Researchers noted that their sense of belonging and 
inclusiveness in their new school drastically decreased.   
Goodenow and Grady (1993), on the other hand, found inconclusive results 






indicated a strong correlation between achievement and school belonging for African 
American male students; however, there was a more distinct relationship between student 
participation and achievement (Voelkl, 1995).  Based on Finn’s (1989) identification-
participation model, he theorized that students in secondary school who felt a sense of 
belonging and acceptance were least likely to become high school dropouts.  Successful 
students believe that their success was due to the fact that their teachers thought highly of 
them and maintained the highest standards for them.  Their teachers extensively raised 
the bar and expected them to meet the expectations with no excuses.  Vasquez (1989) 
coined the term warm demanders in that these teachers provide a tough-minded, no 
nonsense, and structured and disciplined classroom environment for students that society 
had psychologically and physically abandoned.   
Ware (2006) found that the warm demander strategy further facilitated positive 
student achievement and introduced the concept of warm demander pedagogy as a 
teaching strategy used primarily by African American male teachers.  These teachers 
exhibit a strong yet caring demeanor while teaching these students.  These teachers 
appear mean spirited toward their students; however, their strategies are perceived as 
providing a cultural connection with their students that facilitates higher academic 
achievement.   
Ware (2006) studied the teaching perceptions of two African American teachers 
in Atlanta, Georgia.  These teachers honestly believed that their students were capable of 
high academic achievement.  Many of their students lived in low-socioeconomic urban 
communities.  A good number of these students previously scored in the lowest quartile 




ethic of caring toward their students, family, and outer community and incorporated their 
core values in the instructional program.  Despite the obstacles the students faced, these 
teachers expected their students to learn.  Their beliefs formed the basis of their pedagogy 
as warm demanders.  The teachers were observed as being authoritative and often loud, 
while at the same time conveying a caring attitude that was accepted by their students.  
The teachers were very clear on expectations and expected nothing less than a student’s 
best efforts, according to Ware.   
Foster (1997) mentioned that that the students were proud of their teachers’ 
meanness.  This teaching style was viewed as one that pushed them to higher academic 
success in a supportive classroom environment that also placed emphasis on school and 
community, which provided a greater sense of connection between home and school 
(Foster, 1997).   
Ware (2006) asserted that the home and school connection facilitated enhanced 
achievement because of the similarities of teacher and parent.  The teachers in this study 
were firm disciplinarians that were very similar to the adults encountered in the students’ 
homes and communities.  Dixon and Chung (2003) suggest that it is because their 
students trust them and believe they care about them, that their discipline and high 
expectations are effective.  These cultural realities are indicative of the real life 
experiences of the African American male student, further providing a level of 
connection, according to Ware.   
One teacher indicates, “The right way is to have high expectations and have a 
positive attitude with those expectations” (Ware, 2006, p. 440).  She warned the 






while teaching African American students.  She added, ”no matter what their official 
academic records or history indicate, teachers need to keep an open mind while educating 
African American students” (Ware, 2006, p. 440).   
When Ogbu (2003) studied teacher perceptions of African American students in 
an affluent suburb in Cleveland, he found that teachers did not expect the Black high 
school students to achieve as well as their Caucasian classmates and did not expect these 
students to study and “work as hard as the Caucasian students” (p. 124).  Ogbu 
interviewed several of the students, and he found that their perceptions of how they were 
viewed by their teachers were consistent with the teachers’ reported perceptions.  The 
students interviewed reported that their teachers’ expectations of their classroom 
behavior, regardless of the teacher’s race, were significantly lowered, which negatively 
affected their academic outcome (p. 125). 
Self-Fulfilling Prophecy 
There has been a good deal of research that indicates the significance of teacher 
expectation and the negative effects those expectations have on student achievement 
(Newman et al., 2007).  Good and Brophy (2003) talked about the self-fulfilling prophecy 
effect and how the prophecy occurs when a false belief or idea leads to a reality.  Other 
researchers specifically discussed how a teacher’s negative perceptions create a self-
fulfilling prophecy among African American male students that inhibits their academic 
performance (Weinstein, 2002).   
Rist (1970) analyzed teacher perceptions in an all Black school while observing in 
classrooms.  One classroom was particularly of interest when he observed a kindergarten 




skin color, style of dress, smell, and hairstyle.  Risk discovered that this teacher made 
judgments on academic ability based on physical characteristics.  Students in the front 
table received a great deal of attention and experienced more interaction with the teacher.  
The perceived slower learners placed at the back tables receive almost no attention, 
experienced fewer opportunities to participate in the learning process, and were chastised 
frequently.  The differential treatment given by the teacher led to learning gaps for the 
slow learners prior to entering first grade.  The treatment shown in this classroom 
signified the low expectations of the teacher and the effect of those expectations for 
future academic success for these children.  When teachers infuse a negative 
environment, students’ ability to achieve academically is threatened; students begin to 
feel a sense of inferiority and are inclined to view themselves as being unable to learn 
(Delpit, 1995; Good & Brophy, 2003; Nieto, 1996).  Self-fulfilling prophecies encourage 
students to conform to the lowered expectation.  Teachers who project failure onto these 
students engage in behaviors and actions in the classroom that continue to yield low 
academic expectations in their students (Tauber, 1997).   
Babad , Inbar, and Rosenthal (1982) described two self-fulfilling prophecy 
effects: golem effects and galatea effects.  Golem effects are detrimental effects of low 
teacher expectations that impede academic success.  Galatea effects are beneficial effects 
that are the result of high teacher expectations that boost academic achievement for 
students.  These prophecies ultimately alter a students’ performance.   
Wigfield, Galper, Denton, and Seefeldt (1999) conducted a study in a public 
school first grade classroom in a low achieving school.  Researchers compared teacher 






head start students.  The researchers predicted that the differences observed would be 
based on social class which points to the level of privilege perceived by the students who 
were exposed to additional educational experiences when in fact the differences found 
were linked to ethnicity.  In another study, the African American students started school 
with slightly higher test scores in reading than the White students (Entwisle & Alexander, 
1988).  Researchers hypothesized that the African American students would earn higher 
grades at the first reporting period.  However, there was a small positive difference in 
grades earned by the White students.  At the end of the school year, the difference was 
more significant in that the African American male student grades were lower, as were 
their standardized test results.  Entwisle and Alexander resolved that teacher expectations 
significantly impact student achievement.  Based on their findings, teachers clearly 
expected more from their White students than their African American male students on 
academic scales.   
Studies have consistently shown that minority groups are more inclined to 
teachers’ projection of lowered expectations of their ability than their White peer groups 
(Nichols & Good, 2004).  This reutilization amplifies the achievement gap when students 
buy in to the low expectations created by their teachers.  Unfortunately, students are 
keenly aware of the lower expectations set by their teachers based on the lack of time, 
attention, and interaction students receive from their teachers (Weinstein, 2002).  These 
students are rarely given sufficient chances to improve their learning in ways that would 
lead to the narrowing of the achievement gap.  Base on these low expectations and 
negative perceptions, students are often tracked into lower ability groups (Weinstein, 




Academic Tracking  
 Traditionally schools have been a vehicle for pointing out the haves and the have-
nots, further perpetuating the class systems and structures (Anyon, 1980; McLaren, 
2003).  The class system can be linked to what we now know as academic tracking.  
Tracking can be characterized by classifying students by curriculum level and future 
opportunities that are associated with curriculum level.  There are three levels of 
curriculum; (a) college academic track, (b) standard or common, and (c) slow or 
vocational (Oakes, 1985).  Usually, students are tracked in one or two ways: students in 
the same grade cohort are separated in different classrooms based on perceived ability or 
separated within the same classrooms and placed in different groups known as within-
class ability grouping (Hallinan, 2003).  Historically, when high schools have grouped 
students together in different classrooms based on perceived ability, African Americans 
are typically in the lowest track (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Gamoran & Mare, 1989; 
Oakes, 1985, 1990).  Some high schools allow students to enroll in high level classes 
along with low level classes; however, most students end up taking their classes in the 
same track (Slavin, 1990). 
Academic tracking tends to occur primarily on the basis of test scores (Darling-
Hammond, 1997; Davis, 2003; Harvard University, 2008; Oakes, 1990; Oaks &Wells, 
1998).  This demonstrates a perception that the academic ability of the African American 
male students’ intellectual ability and their overall ability to learn in higher-paced 
coursework is determined by their ability to attain a high score on a test.  Test scores are 
only one method of assessing a child’s intelligence and or ability to perform.  Many 






Phillips, 1998) therefore alternative methods of determining a student’s ability should be 
explored.  This method of academic projections is not valid and tends to affect a student’s 
self concept.  Tracking creates an inferior student unable to progress past the high school 
level, making it difficult to enter a college or university (McPartland & Slavin, 1990).   
 Howard (1991), Hunter and Schmidt (1990), and Rosenthal (1991) designed an 
ability model for three distinct groups of students: very smart (VS), the sorta smart (SS), 
and the kinda dumb (KD).  The very smart students receive the rigorous curriculum and 
the SS students received the standard curriculum and the KD students would only be 
offered the sub-standard curriculum.   
 Rist (1970) argued that these designations are most detrimental to the SS and the 
KD students.  The curriculum these students receive in their tracked classrooms in their 
earlier years of schooling limit their ability to access more rigorous curriculum.  After 13 
years of schooling, these designations are fairly unchanged, thus promoting a self-
fulfilling prophecy in the school environment where the SS and the KD students fail to 
access those courses that will lead to college enrollment (Ganley, Quintanar, & Loop, 
2007).   
 Ferguson (2000) talks about the idea of sorting and how students in the public 
school system are placed in a hierarchy based on their perceived intelligence level.  The 
gifted students are at the top and the others who are considered failures are at the bottom 
(p. 50). Standardized testing provides the documentation and justification for these 




Use of Language by the Teacher 
Language utilized by teachers is also a concern.  Certain vocabulary words used 
by teachers perpetuate perceived stereotypes and perceptions that inhibit high 
achievement of these students.  Negative terms used to describe their potential are 
indicators of teachers’ low expectations, such as the following terms: 
• Minority (instead of African American or student of color); 
• Disadvantaged (instead of students put at a disadvantage); and  
• Low achiever (instead of underachiever, which has the connotation that the 
student is capable of higher achievement). 
These terms are indicative of the under-challenging instruction many teachers choose to 
offer these students.  When teachers believe that students have no potential, the students 
begin to lack confidence in their own ability to be successful academically (Jackson, 
2005).   
Issues Influencing Negative Perceptions 
 There are various factors that influence the negative perceptions teachers have 
about African American males.  Primarily, these factors include negative portrayal in the 
media, gender, and cultural differences.  African American students (specifically male 
students) are the most misunderstood of all the minorities in the public school (Kunjufu, 
2008).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
Media.  Cultural images and stereotypes exhibited and reinforced in the media 
encourage negative images teachers hold with regard to the African American male 
students and their ability to learn and be successful academically.  According to Kunjufu 






presented in movies, television, and in news media.  The negative images have a direct 
impact on how African American male students are viewed and treated in school (Davis, 
1999). 
 Gender.  Research over time has revealed that male and female brains have 
biological differences (Sax, 2007).  The National Institute of Health (NIMH) in Bethesda, 
Maryland conducted a longitudinal study on the human brain beginning in 2006.  The 
study revealed that girls and boys brains differed in the developmental trajectories (p. 
17).  Girls are approximately 2 years ahead of boys developmentally in the early years of 
life; however, boys tend to surpass girls after the age of 14.  By this time boys have 
already determined their membership in the dumb or smart group.   
 Children learn very early who is in the dumb versus the smart group.  Very often 
those stigmatizing groupings carry on throughout the school experience.  Children learn 
early that teachers group students based on ability and very often boys begin in the dumb 
or slow group because they have difficulty learning in the traditional manner in their 
initial developmental stages (Sax, 2007).   
Boys form opinions based on whether teachers like them based on the amount of 
time the teacher spends with them.  Quite often teachers spend less time with the dumb 
group than with the perceived smart group; the smart groups tend to have more girls.  
Boys tend to develop an early hatred for school and personnel within the school as a 
result of these groupings based on their learning style differences (Sax, 2007).   
Adolescent students as a group are cognitively aware of unfair treatment received 
by their teachers that heightens their perception of discriminatory actions.  African 




stereotyped.  White-Hood (1994) indicated that gender is a major component in low 
expectations teachers have for these students academically.  White-Hood reported that 
teachers believed that African American male students had no expectations or interest in 
completing their education and that they had a propensity to drop out of school that was 
higher than African American female students.   
Similarly, Honora (2002) studied the academic expectations of high achieving 
African American girls and boys and found that while girls set goals toward higher 
education, a career, marriage, and having children, the boys set goals toward sports and 
leisure.  African American families teach their sons at an early age the verbal, physical 
and emotional cues to look out for (Thompson, Warren, & Carter, 2004).   
Culture.  African American students are extremely sensitive to incongruence of 
the school environment and their community (Faircloth & Hamm, 2005).  Mainstream 
culture and norms are very different from what they experience in their home 
environments.  Academic success is based on the assimilation of those values, therefore 
making the mainstream values inconsistent with the core values these students learn in 
their homes and communities (Boykin, 1986, 1995).   
African American students are often penalized for rejecting the mainstream 
cultural norms.  Resistance results in negative perceptions of their academic ability by 
their teachers (Sankofa, Hurley, Allen, & Boykin, 2005).  These misperceptions evolve 
into missed opportunities for positive learning outcomes (Jackson, 2005).  Teachers are 
failing to embrace and reward the specific cultural values and behaviors that are natural 
for these students and are missing the opportunity to experience the full academic 






Ogbu (1992) points out that African Americans are considered involuntary 
minorities.  Ogbu (1995) believed that the academic achievement of African American 
children was attributed to the history behind their involuntary arrival to America.  He 
indicated that voluntary immigrants fare better academically than do involuntary 
immigrants because these individuals arrived in the United States of their own volition 
and were not forced to denounce their cultural traditions.  Involuntary immigrants feel 
that American culture is forced on them in an effort to condemn their own cultural 
background.  Cultural assimilation is easier for voluntary immigrants because their 
culture is viewed simply as different, whereas African American culture is viewed as 
inferior, leading to negative school experiences for the African American student.  He 
indicated that involuntary minorities are purposely left out of the mainstream culture, 
which leads them to avoid learning skills associated with the White middle class because 
they perceive that their efforts will not pay off by providing them with the same 
opportunities as others.  Consequently, they develop oppositional behaviors that separate 
them from the mainstream as a form of group cohesion and support.   
Cultural styles and processes for the African American male students are very 
unique in that they are very guarded in class, very careful not to look foolish or appear 
dumb.  Black males often appear fearless and disinterested, as a way to counteract their 
true emotional wounds related to their perceived lack of ability (Majors & Billson, 1992; 
Ogbu, 1992; Steele, 1992).  Teachers often misinterpret these cultural nuances by 
characterizing them as being underachievers and uncaring about the educational process 
(Downey & Pribesh, 2004).  Teachers perceive their disinterest and assume that these 




 Many of these students zone out while waiting for opportunities that will spark 
interest and enthusiasm in the core subjects presented.  Teachers often lack the 
knowledge about exactly how to engage culturally dissimilar students because of the 
cultural mismatch.  Understanding the learning process and how their culture connects to 
facilitate learning outcomes is paramount to the success of the African American student.  
Most teachers have not been trained to weave those cultural experiences into the core 
curriculum for these students (Archer, 1999).  Curriculum inclusive of the African 
American cultural experience makes the information significant and important to 
students.  African American male students shine during classroom discussions when 
teachers address and identify the significance of their African culture that is paramount in 
the lives of their students (Boykin & Bailey, 2000; Ellison, Boykin, Towns, & Stokes, 
2000; Grant & Ladson-Billings, 1997; Jackson, 2005).   
 When teachers are unable to make these cultural connections for their students, 
an affective filter develops.  Students do not make the correct connections and therefore 
miss out on the learning (Draschen, 1982).  Students fail to identify with their teacher and 
become over anxious about their success, thereby becoming overstressed.  The stress then 
makes the student appear inattentive and resistant to learning.  Students feel that when 
their teachers have negative perceptions toward them, they may subsequently lose their 
motivation entirely (Jackson, 2005).   
Use of language by the student.  Vocabulary used by students has also been 
explored by current research as a cause for concern.  Some refer to the unique language 
used by many African American students as a dialect (Jackson, 2005).  Studies indicate 






of the student, which is usually very different than the language of instruction.  Negative 
judgments based on a student’s cultural vernacular often causes teachers to misjudge a 
student’s potential.  Delpit (1995) indicated that African American students who used 
non-standard English in the classroom were viewed as being aggressive and 
inappropriate.  Ferguson (2000) also pointed out that the use of so-called Black English 
in the classroom signifies lowered intellectual ability.  The assumption is that standard 
English is the preferred language in the classroom, and when Black English is used there 
tends to be negative connotations surrounding this form of language.  Delpit notes that 
“the official language of power must be used to be rewarded directly or indirectly in the 
classroom” (p. 72). Therefore the perception is that “the closer to Whiteness, to the norm 
of bodies, language, emotion, the more these children are self-disciplined and acceptable 
members of the institution” (p. 72).   
Effects of Negative Perceptions 
 The various effects of these negative perceptions—whether based on stereotypes 
or presumably objective testing—manifest in a variety of ways.  The primary 
manifestations are (a) the development of the achievement gap, (b) over-identification in 
special education classes, (c) cultural and social discrepancy between Black students and 
teachers, and (d) increased disciplinary infractions leading to fewer instructional minutes 
in the classroom.  Each of these will be discussed in detail in the following subsections 
 Achievement gap.  The achievement gap extends across the United States and is 
evident in minority and disadvantaged students compared to the academic achievement of 
their White counterparts (Balfanz & Legters, 2004; Garibaldi, 1992; Greene & Winters, 




The achievement gap of African American students, specifically males, must be 
addressed.  Placing blame solely on their home environment will not produce consistent 
and useful change.  Educators need to be more accountable for the academic success of 
these students.  Research suggests that we cannot solely blame money and circumstance 
for the gap (Johnston & Viadero, 2000).  Although middle class African American 
students achieve at significantly higher rates than their low-income peer group, their 
achievement is still not consistent with their middle class White counterparts (Johnston & 
Viadero, 2000).  A study conducted by the Civil Rights Project of Harvard (2000) 
revealed that middle class African American male students raised in wealthier 
neighborhoods with better academic resources were most likely to be labeled as mentally 
retarded and placed in special education programs.  Research continues to indicate that 
the reason for such disparity is due to the difference in treatment related to school 
discipline, over identification for special education programs, lack of parent involvement, 
and the overall perceptions teachers have for the Black male student (Hale, 2001; 
Kunjufu, 2002; Thompson, 2007).    
 Over-identification in special education programs.  Throughout educational 
history, African American male students have been the largest subgroup identified and 
placed in special education programs (Kearns, Ford, & Linney, 2005).  The African 
American male student makes up the majority of special education referrals, suspensions, 
expulsions, and behavioral problems in the K-12 system (White & Cones, 1999).  Current 
research indicates that there is an overrepresentation of African American male students 
in special education programs across the country.  More than 2.2 million children of color 






Paolino (2003) indicated the following: 14% of African American students have 
been identified and placed in some type of special education program.  African American 
male students are three times as likely to be labeled mentally retarded (MR), two times as 
likely to be identified as severely emotionally disturbed (SED), and 1.3 times as likely to 
be labeled as having a learning disability leading to placement in restrictive educational 
settings (Fierros & Conroy, 2002; McNally, 2003; U.S.  Department of Education, 2000).  
African American students considered fully included (spending less than 21% of the time 
outside the general education setting) constitute 37% of the public school population 
(Losen, 2002).  This data is a clear indication that African American students are over-
identified.   
African American male students are often placed in special education programs 
due to the unique way in which African American male students are perceived by 
educators in the public school settings (Green, 2005).  Research indicates that the Black 
male students have unique learning and movement styles that are misunderstood by 
mainstream educators (Green, 2005; Murrel, 2002; Neal, et al., 2001).   
 Neal et al. (2003) pointed out that cultural differences in walking styles and other 
culturally specific movements often manipulate teachers’ perceptions of the African 
American males and their ability to perform academically in a general education setting.  
The researchers examined standard versus non-standard walking.  Standard walking, 
consistent in Caucasian male adolescents, consisted of straight posture with arms and legs 
swinging in exact syncopation with head steady and focusing toward the same direction.  




student (referred to as a stroll) is bent with a swaggered posture, tilted head, with one foot 
dragging with an over emphasized knee dip.   
Teachers viewed video-taped examples of several middle school male students, 
both African American and Caucasian, demonstrating the non-standard and the standard 
walk.  Each student, regardless of color, demonstrated each walking style.  The teachers 
identified the students with the non-standard walking style as needing special education 
services.  The ethnicity of the student did not factor into their assumption as the 
Caucasian male students demonstrating the non-standard walking style were also 
identified as needing special education services.  The findings from this study are 
consistent with the cultural misunderstanding between teachers and the African American 
male student. 
Research indicates that when a student behaves in a manner that is inconsistent 
with the mainstream culture, that student is often labeled as aggressive, a low achiever, 
and often referred for special education assessment (Gay, 2000; Gopaul-McNicol & 
Tomas-Presswood, 1998).  Referrals to special education assessment are often the result 
of misperceptions and poor understanding of culture-related behaviors that lead to 
substandard instructional practices (Gay, 2000). 
 Teachers often have a difficult time creating an instructional program suitable for 
addressing these differences.  Very often educators are unaware or are in denial that the 
differences are affecting the learning process of these students, therefore seeing no more 
suitable alternative than placement in restrictive special education programs (Green, 






The over identification of these students makes it necessary for school support 
service personnel to provide culturally sensitive services, especially school psychologists 
who are primarily responsible for providing assessments, consultation, counseling, and 
system interventions to support students, families, and teachers (Ochoa, Garza, & 
Amado, 1999).  School psychologists are often referred to as the gatekeepers of special 
education (Frisby, 1992), and their role in assignment to special services is a crucial one. 
Disproportionate discipline.  Negative teacher perceptions often manifest when 
students are being disciplined in school.  African American male student suspension and 
expulsion rates are disproportionately higher than other groups (Rabrenovic & Levin, 
2003; Skiba, Michael, Nardo & Peterson, 2002).  Dunbar (1999) looked at African 
American male students and their school retention, suspension, and expulsion rates and 
discovered that they had the lowest graduation rates, highest dropout rates, as well as the 
lowest enrollment in gifted programs.  They were also the most identified subgroup for 
special education classes and maintained the lowest achievement expectations by 
teachers.   
African American males comprise 8% of the total population in our nation’s 
public school system but account for at least a disproportionate 37% of school 
suspensions (Knaus, 2007).  African American males account for the majority of 
suspensions, expulsions, and behavioral problems in the K-12 system (White & Cones, 
1999).  Kunjufu (1995) found that African American male students are suspended for 
minor infractions while students from other subgroups can commit the same offense, as 




Skiba et al. (2002) conducted a study on the disciplinary discrepancies in a large 
urban school district in the Midwest from 1994-1995.  The researchers examined 11,001 
disciplinary records from 19 middle schools and found major differences between the 
African American students and the Caucasian students.  Skiba et al. (2002) found that the 
African American students, specifically males, were more severely punished for more 
minor infractions than the other students (Milner, 2007).   
This discipline gap frequently occurs in major school districts throughout the 
United States.  Researchers believe that the disparity is partly because of the cultural 
mismatch between students and teachers in the classroom (Applied Research Center, 
2002; Civil Rights Project, 2000; Gordon, Piana & Kelcher, 2000; Monroe, 2005).  These 
mismatches create hostile classroom environments inhibiting the learning process.   
 Research also points out that there is a misunderstanding of Black culture in that 
the African American male students possess a different behavior style than that of the 
mainstream culture.  These students have very different dress, speech, and energy level; 
these behaviors are often seen as being defiant or disrespectful (Alexander, Entwisle, & 
Herman, 1999; Allen & Boykin, 1992; Ferguson, 1998; Heath, 1983; Rist, 1970).  
Teachers often become annoyed by the behavior of these students, as their behavior is 
perceived as disruptive behavior, which is very different from the positive reinforcement 
received in their homes for the same behavior (Downey & Pribesh, 2004). 
 Boykin (1978) suggests that cultural styles in the African American culture mirror 
that of West African culture where high levels of activity and communal sharing are 
exhibited.  These behaviors are inconsistent with mainstream cultural expectations in the 






& Pribesh, 2004).  These differences imply that many of our African American male 
students are misunderstood.  They are perceived as disruptive and appear unmotivated 
because they are not getting the type of academic stimulation necessary to sustain their 
attention.  Boykin (1978) indicated that African American children are unchallenged 
because their current classroom learning environments are constrained, monotonous, and 
lack the stimulation they require to be fully engaged.   
Disproportionately high dropout rates.  African American male students in 
California graduated at higher rates than the previous years, therefore the graduation gap 
is narrowing; however, the three largest school districts in California, where over 10,000 
African American males are enrolled, have fewer students graduating than the national 
average (Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2010).  At Angelino High school there 
were 599 African American students enrolled and of that group, there were a total of 15 
African American male students that dropped out of school that year (California 
Department of Education, 2009).  Angelino’s district-wide dropout rates showed 2,577 
African American students that dropped out of school.  U.S. Department of Education 
(2000) reports show that high school drop outs will earn $270,000 less than high school 
graduates over their employment years.  In California, African American and Latino 
students are three times more likely than 8% of the White students to be enrolled in a 








Table 1  
Graduation Rates 2005-2006 African American Males Overall and in California 
 Black  
Males  




USA  4.3 mil. 47%  75%  28%  47%  74%  0%  1%  
California  252,704 54%  75%  21%  55%  76%  -1%  0%  
 
Note. Data were obtained from the Schott Foundation for Public Education (2010).  
  
African American Parent Involvement 
 Parent involvement has been linked to long-term school success for students at all 
levels (Hill & Craft, 2003; Jimerson, Egeland, & Teo, 1999; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Ogbu, 
2003; Westmoreland, Rosenberg, Lopez, & Weiss, 2009; Yan, 1999).  Throughout 
history, the involvement of African American parents in their children’s education has 
proved to be extremely significant in their academic achievement (Educational Testing 
Center, 2004; Epstein, 2001; Hill & Craft, 2003; Jarrett & Burton, 1999).  However, 
research reveals that African American parents are not as involved in their children’s 
education as Caucasian parents (Abdul-Adil & Farmer, 2006; Ogbu, 2003).  The 
following subsections explain three primary reasons for this lower level of involvement.   
Parent perceptions of their roles in their children’s education.  Ogbu (2003) 
conducted a study in an affluent public school located in an upscale suburb located in 
Cleveland, Ohio.  Professor Ogbu moved into the neighborhood for 9 months and studied 
the schools, community, and the homes of these children to discover why they continued 
to suffer academically.  He and his staff interviewed parents, school personnel, and 
students from elementary to high school.  This school had many African American 






doctors; 32% of the African American families and 58% of the Caucasian families had 
yearly income over $50,000.  Regrettably, the African American children were lagging 
behind their Caucasian classmates.  The average grade point average for the African 
American children was 1.90 whereas the average for their White counterparts was 3.45.  
According to the high school profile, approximately 85% of the 5,000 students go on to 
college and 52% of those college enrollees were African American students.  He also 
found that their parents were not enforcing high standards in the home and felt that the 
school was primarily responsible for educating their children.   
Mistaken assumptions about parents’ disinterest in school involvement.  In 
contrast, other researchers have found that educators believe that parents’ limited 
involvement in their children’s education was due to their indifference toward the 
importance of education (Lopez, 2001; Thompson et al., 2004).  Research revealed that 
this may be a poor assumption based on the lack of understanding of teachers regarding 
the motivation and interest these parents have toward their children and their educational 
pursuits.  Chavkin and Williams (1993) conducted a study in six southwestern states in 
which a survey was distributed to parents.  There were 682 African American, 506 
Hispanic, and 1,779 Caucasian parents surveyed.  The results indicate that the African 
American and Hispanic parents were very interested and desired involvement in their 
children’s education just as the Caucasian parents did.  These parents not only believed in 
parent involvement but also wished to play active roles in the educational process 
(Chavkin & Williams, 1993).  Their desire to be a part of the educational process is often 
prevented because these parents also believed that it was the schools responsibility to 




between the culture of the home environment and the negative perceptions carried over 
from the school community to the families and their interest in education.   
The role of stereotypes in parent involvement.  Stereotypes about the parents’ 
limited educational level leads to negative treatment of these parents in our public 
schools (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2008).  Theorists who have studied minority 
education believe that African American parents have limited involvement because 
educators thwart their participation or are not as open to their participation, creating a 
division between the school and the African American parent (Lareau & Horvat, 1999).   
Home Visits  
Face-to-face contact is the optimal means of communication between parents and 
teachers, which is usually accomplished by parent teacher conferences.  Home visitation 
is a great method to employ, especially in communities where families are hesitant to 
communicate with the school.  Home visits have been linked to greater parent school 
communication as well as enhanced understanding by school staff of cultural differences 
(Allen & Tracy, 2004; The Parent Teacher Home Visit Project, 2009).  Current research 
supports the idea that home visits by school support staff increases academic 
achievement, improves test scores, reduces disciplinary problems, increases daily 
attendance, improves percentage of homework completion, and improves parent 
participation in the schools (Hiatt-Michael & Purrington, 2007).   
The responsibility for reaching out to families rests on the school (Benson & 
Martin, 2003; Hiatt-Michael, 2010; Westmoreland et al., 2009).  Research indicates that 
when parents are active participants in the schooling process, their children tend to be 






positive attitudes toward learning (Allen & Tracy, 2004; Aronson, 1996; Reglin, 2002).  
In 1998, Susan B. Anthony Elementary School in Sacramento, California started a home-
visit program.  The principal felt that her parents had lost touch with their children and 
had become spectators in the education process.  Suspensions were up and academic 
achievement at an all time low.  This school was very multicultural with two-thirds of the 
population from other countries; 20% were African American and 12% were Hispanic.  
Teachers went in pairs to their student’s homes and learned a great deal about family 
culture as well as the hopes and dreams these parents had for their children.  Within 2 
months of this program, student grades improved and the disciplinary issues had 
dramatically decreased.  The school had a potluck at the school and more than 600 people 
took part in the festivities.  The home-visit program was seen as a success (Furger, 2002).  
Another school district in Wichita Kansas instituted a home visit program called porch 
visits.  Trained staff members visited families prior to the first day of school to introduce 
themselves to the families in an effort to build a welcoming school environment for these 
families before school started (Westmoreland et al., 2009).  Staff provided families with 
various involvement opportunities on and off campus and provided the families with 
communication methods used by the school district.  Most of the elementary schools and 
many of the middle schools participated in this program.   
Prior to desegregation, African American families were accustomed to teachers 
who were a part of their communities visiting their homes and eating at their dinner 
tables, setting high expectations for their children (Fields-Smith, 2005).  According to 




teachers, principals, and community leaders were united by similar academic 
expectations for African Americans (Fields-Smith, 2005).   
Social Class 
 Diamond and Gomez (2004) reported that social class has a great deal to do with 
the level of involvement with the African American culture.  According to these 
researchers, working class and middle class parents navigate the educational system very 
differently.  Whereas working class parents have very few resources and options, middle 
class parents have more options and understand how to be proactive to benefit their 
children.  According to this theory, middle class parents tend to be more directly involved 
in “customizing their children’s educational experiences” by making informed decisions 
about school site, location, and course placement (Diamond & Gomez, 2004, p. 387).  
Working class parents have often had negative personal experiences with their education 
outcomes, so when they do become involved they are often confrontational and 
discourteous (Thompson et al., 2004).   
 Middle class parents have more access to human, social, and cultural resources, 
therefore exposing their children to various social groups such as Jack & Jill of America, 
African American sororities and fraternities, as well as programs specific to college 
enrichment.  On the other hand, working class families are not privy to the bourgeoisie 
lifestyle of middle class African Americans and have limited resources.  Westmoreland, 
et al. (2009) indicated that families play a vital role in participating in the education of 
their children by providing these out-of-school experiences for additional learning 
opportunities.  These out-of-school programs enhance educational opportunity for 






Many educators believe that cultural disadvantage is one of the reasons for the 
increase in identification for this population of students (Hilliard, 1992; Ogbu, 1991).  
The belief is that these students are at risk for learning problems because of their 
impoverished environments that result in diminished exposure to the mainstream culture, 
which limits their opportunity to engage in stimulating experiences that promote 
increased academic aptitude (Christenson, Rounds, & Gorney, 1992).   
   Research indicates that the high incidence of special education identification 
among this group is a direct connection of the disparity between learning styles and 
classroom pedagogy (Murrell, 2002).  There is a disconnection between teaching, the 
manner in which the material is delivered to the student, and the style in which the 
student interprets the material (Allen & Boykin, 1992; Harry, 1992).  Research indicates 
that many teachers are limited regarding the teaching styles necessary for subject mastery 
for these students.  Incongruence, both culturally and socially, occurs with these students 
as they are not compatible with the majority population of students.  Therefore, teachers 
must increase their ability to teach students with learning styles that differ from the 
Eurocentric methods (Sherwin & Schmidt, 2003).  Studies continue to demonstrate that 
there is also a disconnection between students and teachers regarding class, culture, and 
race; there are also differences in teacher expectations as it pertains to appropriate 
behavior patterns (Ishii-Jordan, 1997).    
Administrator Impact on Teacher Perception 
Exceptional educational leaders can be extremely influential in the school setting.  
High performing schools often have a principal that takes a holistic and all-inclusive 




p. 28). Administrators must ensure that their teachers have a positive mindset and attitude 
regarding African American male students.  Administrators must make certain that their 
teachers have the appropriate resources and understanding necessary to ensure that the 
African American males have equal opportunities to achieve successful outcomes in the 
classroom (Thompson, 2004, p. 28).  Positive perceptions that teachers have toward their 
students provide an optimal educational experience for students. 
Summary 
African American males suffer from disadvantages and stereotypes that begin in 
their early years at school and which lead to disturbing disparities in incarceration rates, 
income, and criminality.  Following years of civil rights activism that highlighted the 
injustices leading to these disadvantages, many national education policies have been 
implemented to reverse these trends, such as NCLB, student-centered instruction, and 
culturally relevant pedagogy, and radical schooling theory.  None of these policies has 
had the desired effects, due to persistent unaddressed problems in education.  As 
discussed in this chapter, these problems include lack of a sense of belonging within the 
school, self-fulfilling low expectations, academic tracking that discourages students from 
higher-level classes, cultural disconnects such as the use of language by teachers and 
students, media promoted stereotypes, and cultural stereotypes based on posture and 
language. The effects of these problems and negative perceptions include a persistent 
achievement gap, over-identification in special education programs, disproportionate 
discipline, and high dropout rates.   
 A few approaches have shown promise in ameliorating the education problems 






home visits, school recognition of the effects of social class, teacher understanding of 
cultural differences and their ability to incorporate those differences into learning 
pedagogy as well as administrator support to reverse negative perceptions of African 




Chapter 3: Methodology 
Introduction 
 This chapter describes the research methods used in this study.  The selected 
research design is explained along with site selection, population of the study, and 
method of sample selection and protection of human subjects.  Procedures used to assess 
the validity, reliability, and ethical concerns in the study are also indicated. 
Study Site Description 
Description of the district.  Angelino High school is located in a small urban 
community within a large city in southern California.  The school district enrollment is 
approximately 87,509 students consisting of the ethnic breakdown shown in Table 2 (N = 
87,509). 
Table 2  
Ethnic Distribution of the School District  
Ethnicity Total Number Percentages 
Native American 211 0.2% 
Asian 7,088 8.1% 
Pacific Islander 1,637 1.9% 
Filipino 3,276 3.7% 
Hispanic 45,165 51.6% 
African American 14,993 17.1% 
White 14,072 16.1% 







Description of the school.  Angelino High School was originally established in 
the year 1926 and is a part of the third largest district in California serving over 87,000 
students (Mashburn, 2010).  In 1997, a specific classical college preparatory program was 
created by a select group of district administrators, counselors, teachers, and parents.  The 
prescribed program was created to foster high scholastic and ethical standards by offering 
a distinct college preparatory program sequence.  The classical program was designed to 
exceed the admission requirements of highly prestigious colleges and universities across 
the nation (Mashburn, 2010).  Angelino High School was created with a vision to prepare 
all students for college acceptance upon graduating from high school.  The espoused 
value indicates that the vision pertains to all students (Robbins, 2005).   
Student population of Angelino High School.  The student population is an 
economically, socially, and ethnically diverse community.  There are approximately 
4,700 students enrolled at the high school, the highest percentage being Hispanic at 36% 
followed by Caucasians at 33.2%, African-American 15.2%, Asian 12.4%, Filipino 
American 2.2%, Pacific Islander 0.6%, and American Indian at 0.3% (see Figure 2; N = 
4700).  There are 604 students who are identified as English language learners and 
approximately 30% of the students qualify for free lunch based on family income (U.S. 





Figure 2. Ethnic distribution of Angelino High School. 
Description of the alternative school.  During the fall of 2002 an alternative 
school was created for about 30% of the students on the main campus that were not 
successfully meeting the requirements leading to freshman college eligibility.  This small 
alternative school is referred to as the Lake School.  The Lake School is a small section 
of the main campus in the bungalows on the south side of the campus.  This program was 
created to address the specific needs of 10th, 11th, and 12th graders who were having 
difficulty maintaining a 2.0 grade point average for two consecutive semesters at 
Angelino School (main campus).   
The Lake School operates as a small alternative school offering regular core 
classes with an additional study lab course.  The Lake School staff includes one 
administrator, two counselors, 24 teachers, and two staff assistants.  Class size averages 
are between 25 to 30 students per classroom on a given day.  In contrast, the main 
campus staff includes 5 administrators, 11 counselors, 175 teachers, and 6 staff assistants. 
Each classrooms may have anywhere from 31 to 38 students per classroom.   
 Student population of the Lake School.  There are currently 528 students 






3 highlights the school population statistics, based on gender and grade level.  Sixty-one 
percent male, and 39% are female.  There are a total of 225 tenth grade students, 202 
eleventh grade students and 101 twelfth grade students.   
Table 3 
Fall 2010 Lake School Student Demographics 
Gender Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12 all Grades 
Males 136 120 66 322 = 61% 
Females 86 82 35 206 = 39% 
Totals 225 202 101 528 
 
Table 4 provides the data based on ethnicity for the entire Lake School 
population.  The ethnic breakdown is as follows: 66% Hispanic (347), 15% African 
American (80), 12% White (61), 6% Asian, (31), 0.5% Pacific Islander/Filipino (3), and 
0.5% declined to state (5).   
Table 4  
Ethnic Distribution of Lake School Students  
Ethnicity Total Number Percentage 
Hispanic 347 66% 
African-American 80 15% 
White 61 12% 
Asian 31 6% 
Pacific Islander/Filipino 3 0.5% 
Declined to state 5 0.5% 




Design of the Study 
To accomplish this study, a qualitative design was used.  Qualitative studies are 
used to convey the voice of the group of individuals being studied (Cohen, 2000; Corbin 
& Strauss, 1998; Creswell, 2002; ).  For this study a grounded theory approach was used.  
Corbin & Strauss (1998) defined grounded theory as deriving theory from data, 
systematically gathered and analyzed throughout the research process.  Creswell (2002) 
stated that grounded theory allows the researcher to develop theory grounded in the data 
about the qualitative central phenomenon.  There are three main components of grounded 
theory: data collection, analysis, and theory.  These three areas work together to construct 
theory that is reliable and yields an accurate representation of the phenomenon being 
studied.  This approach is often used while examining perceptions and meanings held by 
certain groups of individuals (Berg, 2004; Clandinin, 2006; Moran & Luckhurst, 2008).  
This approach provided the most detailed, in-depth data necessary to develop a better 
understanding of the research topic.  Researchers using this approach concentrate on the 
“essence” of human experiences relating to a specific phenomenon described by study 
participants (Creswell, 2003, p. 15).  The researcher must bracket, or set aside, his or her 
personal perceptions to better understand the perceptions of phenomena being examined 
from the perspective of study participants (Nieswiadomy, 1993).  In-depth interviews of 
teachers and parents were conducted to study implications, significant statements, and 
themes.   
Qualitative methodology is most appropriate for studies that seek to discover 
multiple implications of individual experiences and meanings that are socially or 






approach captures the actual views of those most closely associated with the phenomena 
being investigated by evaluating the genuine viewpoint in the social world (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2003).   
Data Sources 
The researcher used more than one method of data collection to triangulate the 
data.  Methodical triangulation of the data was used to increase the credibility and 
validity of the results.  Interviews, observations, and archival records were the data 
sources. 
The researcher selected face-to-face semi-structured interviews of the teachers 
and parents to gain a clearer understanding of their perceptions of the classroom 
experiences of African American male students in an alternative school program.  
Interviews are one of the most useful methods of trying to better understand individuals 
being studied (Fontana & Frey, 2003).  Face-to-face in-person semi-structured interviews 
were designed to obtain participant viewpoints and beliefs related to the phenomenon 
being studied.  Student data and field notes were used as secondary data sources from 
documentation gathered from the school program. Each year administrators, teachers, and 
counselors evaluate the program for effectiveness.  Grade point averages and attendance 
rates are yearly assessed and divided by race, gender, and grade level. These student data 
from existing records were used as a data source.  The researcher also used field notes to 
record the authentic perceptions of the phenomenon being studied.  Field note data 
included observations in classrooms as well as informal conversations with program staff 
and non-program staff on campus.  The researcher compared and cross checked data by 




their classrooms during observations versus what was shared with the researcher during 
interviews. 
Data Collection Methods 
Prior to collecting any data, the researcher was required to submit a request for 
review of proposal to the Pepperdine University Institutional Review Board (Appendix 
A).  A letter was sent to the principal of the school requesting permission to conduct the 
study in the school (Appendix B).  Permission to gain access for data collection was also 
obtained by the site administrator (Appendix C).   
The collection of data occurred in four phases: collection of student data, semi-
structured face-to-face interviews with teachers, classroom observations, and semi-
structured face-to-face interviews with parents.  Data collection in qualitative studies 
often involves studying small groups of participants in a natural setting (Creswell, 2007).  
For purposes of this study the natural setting was both at the high school campus for the 
teachers and in a comfortable mutually agreed upon environment for the parent 
participants.   
Collection of student data.  The first phase of data collection included a review 
of the existing information provided by the Lake School site.  The researcher reviewed 
existing data to include additional information about the students and parents to gain a 
clearer understanding of the central phenomenon of the study.  The researcher collected 
various documents pertaining to the Lake School concerning demographic data and 
yearly program evaluation reports specific to the population being studied.  These offered 
the researcher additional insight regarding previous academic histories of this population 








Student Data Collected 
Data Collected Month Collected 
Lake school statistics April, 2010 
 
 
Lake school student report April, 2010 
Individual student profiles April, 2010 
Individual student transcripts (fall) April, 2010 
Student attendance report (fall) March, 2010 
Student attendance report (spring) June, 2010 
Individual student transcripts (spring) June, 2010 
 
Method of Sample Selection 
The researcher used a purposeful sampling methodology in this study.  Patton 
(2002) describes this method of sampling as selecting individuals or groups who are most 
appropriate in assisting the researcher to develop a theory regarding the study emphasis.  
Criteria considered when choosing the most appropriate participants were (a) teacher in 
the Lake School, (b) parent of a current Lake School African American male student, and 




mutually agreed upon time or place to be interviewed.  Participants for this study were 
self-selected based on their willingness to volunteer in this study.   
 Based upon these criteria, the participants in this study consisted of 18 teachers on 
staff at the Lake School and 13 parents that had African-American male students who 
attend the Lake School.   
 Validation of interview questions.  The second phase of this study was the 
interviews of the teachers in the Lake School.  The instrument used for interviews was 
derived by previous research and existing theories.  Prior to the administration of the 
study, the instrument was reviewed in February, 2010 by the researcher’s dissertation 
committee, a panel of experts (four teachers and four parents not included in this study), 
as well as six doctoral students at Pepperdine University‘s Department of Education and 
Psychology.  The instrument was examined for validity to determine if the questions were 
appropriate to gather data to address the research questions.  The goal of the researcher 
was to determine if the interview questions were clear, straightforward, and appropriate 
in answering the research questions.   
 The panel of experts were given the interview and research questions and asked to 
assess the questions to determine whether they believed that the interview questions were 
clear and would bring forth data to answer the research questions in this study.  The 
participants in this review were not included as participants in the study.  As a result of 
the responses, the researcher adjusted a few questions in the demographic area of the 
questionnaire.  The panel of experts believed that the questions regarding ethnicity 






agency.  The researcher changed the wording in part one of the demographic questions to 
reflect the same terminology used in the California testing program.   
 The panel of experts also determined that some of the questions were leading and 
gave the initial assumption that the population being studied were particularly 
challenging for all teachers.  The researcher added an additional component to the 
instrument by first asking each respondent to compile a listing of challenging students in 
their classroom and then asking whether any of these students were African American 
male students.   
 Interview protocol.  The researcher was formally introduced at a formal meeting 
with the Lake School staff.  The Lake School Administrator introduced the researcher 
and provided a general overview of the study and requested voluntary participation.  
Many of the teachers agreed to participate during the meeting.  The researcher then 
followed up this meeting by emailing the teachers to invite them to participate in this 
study.  The researcher offered a few available times for the teachers to select.  Time 
choices were based on their conference periods and availability.   
 The researcher experienced a few difficulties in securing teacher interviews.  
Initially, 10 teachers ignored the researcher’s invitation to be interviewed.  For those 
teachers that were slow to respond the researcher tried to meet with each teacher in their 
respective classrooms and personally invited them to participate by providing these 
teachers with additional information regarding the study.  To encourage greater teacher 
participation the researcher informed slow-to-respond teachers that along with their 




gift card.  As the researcher explained the study in greater detail, four additional teachers 
agreed to participate.   
However, there were two teachers who had received layoff notices just a few 
weeks before the researcher approached them regarding this study.  These two teachers 
were not interested in participating.  Another teacher ignored the researcher’s email and 
avoided her each time he saw her coming in his direction.  The researcher was later 
informed that this particular teacher had disciplinary problems at work and was placed on 
administrative leave the previous year.  Three teachers simply declined and said, “I do 
not want to participate” and offered no concrete explanation for their refusal.  Thus, 18 
teacher interviews were conducted. (personal communication, April 11, 2010).   
Teacher interviews occurred at the school site in each teacher’s classroom during 
their conference period.  Prior to each interview the interviewee was required to sign a 
consent form (See Appendix D).  The informed consent form included the following 
information: 
1. The primary objectives of the study 
2. Confidentiality of the subjects 
3. The right to withdraw from the study at anytime during the process  
 See Appendix D for the teacher consent form used in this study.  Each participant  
was assured by the researcher that confidentiality would be maintained and that they 
would be identified in this study by a number.  Interviews were digitally recorded to 
ensure accuracy.  The interviews were transcribed and downloaded onto a CD.  The CD 






destroyed.  The researcher also took copious notes during each interview and listened 
carefully to the participant’s responses.   
Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted using interview protocols 
(see Appendix E).  The researcher discussed demographic information and the purpose of 
this study was explained again to the subject; each subject was reminded again that their 
participation was completely voluntary.  Interviews provided an opportunity for subjects 
to express their personal perspectives in a relaxed environment (Creswell, 2002, 2003).   
  The method for interviewing consisted of 10 open-ended questions to give 
respondents an opportunity to provide a broader spectrum of responses.  To ensure 
anonymity each teacher respondent was assigned a number and only the researcher had 
access to the coding sheet.  Interviews were held during the months of March, April, and 
May of 2010.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted by the researcher and were 
audio taped.   
  Prior to sharing information about the specific interview focus, teacher 
respondents were asked to write down the most challenging students in their classrooms 
and then identify whether any were African American (paper was provided, and names 
were not known by or given to the researcher).  The researcher wanted to develop a 
preliminary understanding of whether the respondents perceived these students as being 
challenging without the researcher making assumptions for the participants.  Those who 
did not list African American male students in their preliminary list were not included in 
this study and were thanked for agreeing to participate.  Most of the respondents 




currently in their class.  Several respondents also referred to former students that they had 
in previous years. 
    Observations.  The third phase of data collection consisted of a series of 
classroom and overall program observations.  The researcher obtained a listing of every 
class in the Lake School, which included subject, room number, and teacher name from 
the data processing clerk.  The researcher then met with the site administrator to obtain 
permission to observe the Lake School classrooms.  The site administrator then sent an 
email to all Lake School teachers informing them that at some point during that week the 
researcher may be visiting their classroom to observe.  These observations took place 
during the months of April and May of 2010.   
During the months of March, April, May, and June of 2010 the researcher 
attended meetings held on Monday during lunchtime.  Lake School Monday meetings are 
facilitated by the Lake School administrator.  Each week the administrator shares current 
information with the staff concerning various issues regarding the Lake School students 
and staff.  In these meetings, teachers are provided an opportunity to share teaching 
strategies and methods that are helpful and or encouraged academic achievement with 
students in their classroom.  They also shared information about specific students to alert 
other teachers to anything that may have a negative affect on classroom achievement as 
well as success stories.   
Parent interviews.  The fourth phase of this project was the parent interviews.  
The researcher requested student profiles from the data technician at the school of every 
African American male student in the Lake School.  Each student profile included parent 






participate in this study.  The researcher introduced herself and explained the purpose of 
the call, included specific details of the study, and requested their participation.  Most of 
the parents were very agreeable to participate in the study and scheduled an interview 
during the initial phone call.  Other parents were either unreachable due to disconnected 
phone numbers and/or answering machines.  The researcher had to call five parents 
several times before she was able to speak to a live person.  The researcher allowed each 
parent to decide where he or she wanted to have the interview to allow parents comfort in 
an environment they were comfortable with and that was convenient for him or her to get 
to.  
Very few parents were comfortable with the researcher coming to their homes, so 
a mutually agreed upon meeting place was arranged.  The researcher was invited to meet 
with six parents in their homes; the remaining seven interviews took place at local coffee 
shops or their place of employment.  One interview was conducted at the park.   
Each participant was required to sign an informed consent form before any questions 
were asked (See Appendix F).  Each participant interviewed was assured by the 
researcher that confidentiality would be maintained and that they would be identified in 
this study by a letter and only the researcher would have access to the coding sheet. 
    Parents were asked 10 open-ended questions (refer to Appendix G).  Each 
participant was informed that he or she could withdraw from participation in this study at 
any time.  Interviews were digitally recorded to ensure accuracy.  The interviews were 
transcribed and downloaded onto a CD.  Only the researcher will maintain the CD for 5 
years and at the end of the 5-year period it will be destroyed.  The researcher also took 




Protection of Human Subjects 
 The data coded in this study was handled confidentially with no obvious risks to 
any of the participants used in this study.  Each teacher participant was identified by a 
number code and each parent participant was identified by a letter code.  The researcher 
was the only one who had access to participant names.  Interview data presented in this 
study are completely anonymous.  Only the researcher has access to the interview audio 
recordings and transcripts, and these will be destroyed the fifth year after publication of 
this dissertation.  Participants were required to read and sign informed consent forms 
prior to participating to ensure that they fully understood the nature of the study and 
freely consented.  Interview responses in this study were only available to the researcher 
to conduct the research for this dissertation.   
One concern was that the researcher is an employee on the campus of the Lake 
School; however, the researcher does not work directly with the Lake School staff or 
parents.  Participants (mainly teachers) may thus have been unwilling to answer the 
questions completely or truthfully.  The researcher endeavored to ensure that all 
participants were comfortable and aware that their participation in this study could be 
withdrawn at anytime.  The researcher was also very clear with participants that 
administrators, superintendents, or other school staff would not have access to the data 
gathered at any time.  Information collected at this site has been and will be in a secure 
location away from the school site where only the researcher has been and will be able to 
access the information.   
Beneficence is a consideration in this study.  Upon completion and publication of 






the results of this study to create district wide in-service trainings with a primary focus on 






Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings 
Introduction 
 This qualitative study examined the classroom experiences of African American 
male students in an alternative program at the Lake School.  Credibility was attained by 
triangulation of data through the collection of student data, observation, and 31 semi-
structured interviews of teachers and parents of students in an alternative program located 
in a Southern California school district.   
Data Analysis and Coding 
 These data were analyzed using a qualitative approach collected via interviews 
and existing data.  Words and phrases were organized to facilitate understanding of the 
essential phenomenon to be studied (Creswell, 2002).  The information obtained from the 
experiences of the subjects was categorized based on similar events and occurrences to 
develop themes and trends that facilitated a clearer understanding of the phenomenon 
being studied.  The information was coded using an open coding process that lead to the 
identification of major themes categorized by the respondents.   
The interview data were used in conjunction with the data gathered from field 
notes, student data, as well as researcher observations generated during this study.  The 
data collected by the staff offered raw data on the performance of the African American 
male students within this school.  The interviews were transcribed after each session and 







Data analysis entailed coding the interview data obtained by the respondents.  The 
researcher used two doctoral graduates and one doctoral student from the Pepperdine 
University Graduate School of Education and Psychology as second coders: 
1. Assistant principal at Los Angeles Unified School District (Ed.D. Graduate of 
Educational Leadership at Pepperdine University) 
2. University professor (Ed.D. Graduate of Organizational Leadership at Pepperdine 
University)  
3. Project management director at University of California at Los Angeles (Doctoral 
student at Pepperdine University)  
Coders were selected and trained by the researcher based on their willingness to 
participate and their previous research experience.  Each coder previously completed 
qualitative methods and analysis coursework in their doctoral program at Pepperdine 
University.   
 Coding the data consisted of determining the appropriate word or phrase that 
appropriately described the presentation of the data by the participants (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008).  First, the researcher read through each transcription making notes in the margins 
of relevant themes.  From the initial examination of the transcriptions the researcher used 
an open coding process to determine a preliminary list of codes.  Then, interviews were 
divided into three sets; each coder was provided with a set of data and a copy of the 
research questions.  The primary researcher decided to break up data to account for coder 





1. Coders read through transcriptions and made notes in the margins based on their 
initial impressions. 
2. Coders then organized the data into themes, categories, and patterns to determine 
meaning.   
3. These themes were compared with the themes and categories from the listing that 
the researcher compiled. 
4. The researcher compiled a final list of recurring themes. 
5. The researcher grouped similar categories together. 
   The researcher and coders sorted through responses to each research question to 
determine recurring themes, categories, and patterns.  The transcriptions were coded 
according to identified themes.  Recurring themes were identified and analyzed for 
significance.  To eliminate inter-rater reliability, individual coding was compared to the 
collective coding completed by the trained coders.   
Analysis and Findings of Teacher and Parent Interviews 
Teacher respondent demographic data.  The data from the interview protocol 
(Appendix E) revealed that 75% of the teacher respondents were female and 25% were 
male teachers (see Figure 3; N = 18).     
 
 







 Additionally, as illustrated in Figure 4 the demographic data section of the 
interview protocol (Appendix E) noted the ethnicity of each teacher respondent was as 
follows: 57% White, 16% African American, 11% Hispanic, and 16% Asian (see Figure 
4; N = 18). 
 
Figure 4.  Ethnicity of teacher respondents. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
 The interview protocol also revealed the average educational level of the Lake 
School teachers.  According to the demographic section of the interview protocol, 38% 
have masters’ degrees and 62% have a bachelor’s degree with a teaching credential (see 
Figure 5; N = 18). 
 




Figure 6 shows the average years of teaching experience was ranged from 3 to 38 
years (see Figure 6; N = 18).  Thirty percent had 1 to 5 years of experience, 30% had 6 to 
10 years, 15% had 11 to 15 years of experience, and 24% had 16 to 38 years of 
experience.   
 
Figure 6.  Average years of teaching experience. 
Parent Respondent Demographic Data 
 For each parent respondent the researcher recorded the marital status, education 
level, occupation, and student grade level of the child.  Eight of the parents interviewed 
for this study were single mothers, three fathers who were married and living with their 
spouse, one married mother, and one respondent was a single grandmother.  Seventy-








Table 6  
Parent Respondent Demographics  
Parent Household Status Level of Education Occupation Grade of 
Student 
Parent A Single mother Some college Unemployed 10th 
Parent B Single mother Masters Child care 
provider 
10th 
Parent C Single mother High school Bus driver 11th 




Parent E Single mother Double Masters School 
psychologist 
12th 
Parent F Single grand 
mother 
High school graduate Retired 12th 
Parent G Single mother Masters Teacher 11th 
Parent H Married mother High school Clerk 11th 
Parent I Single mother High school Unemployed 10th 
Parent J Married father College graduate State worker 10th 
Parent K Married father Some college Utilities worker  10th 
Parent L Married father College graduate Entrepreneur 10th 
Parent M Single mother High school Medical clerk 12th 
 
  Through interviews conducted with teachers and parents during the months of 
March and April of 2010, four major themes related to the research questions emerged.  
The themes were as follows:   
• Student motivation   





• Parent partnership 
Student Motivation 
   Motivation was an emerging theme occurring as respondents were asked about 
their perceptions of these students and challenges experienced with these students in the 
classroom.  Forty-four percent of the respondents indicated that this group is highly 
unmotivated.  Respondents also indicated that these students do not see the importance of 
earning a good education.  School does not appear to be a high priority, rather it is an 
insignificant part of their lives outside of the social aspect.  Forty-four percent of the 
respondents indicated the difficulty they have experienced with keeping the students 
engaged in the classroom because of their lack of interest.  Their disinterest often leads to 
behavior that leads to negative attention in the classroom.  All direct quotes are based on 
personal communication with respondents two and five:  
• The level of concern of these kids is kinda like ‘whatever,’ so what I see is 
‘uh, I don’t care.’  And then you’re like ‘Well, why don’t you care?’ They 
just throw it back at me and start clowning around wasting class time.  I 
just don’t think they have the level of concern that they really think that 
high school is that important.    
• “I think for some of them, and again, it’s my perspective, they’ve just 
given up.  They’re like, honestly, I’m here because the court requires them 







 Respondents included general ideas that led to the lack of motivation observed in 
their classrooms such as uncaring attitudes about school and outside influences, a 
common thread perceived as one of the elements contributing to the challenges indicated 
by respondents.  Fifty percent of the respondents indicated that peer group influence was 
a common issue in the classroom pertaining to classroom performance.   
• These students are always the ones that try to talk the talk and walk the walk and 
be like they are Mr. Cool, Mr. Macho and then come into class to talk about their 
grade and they’re all quiet and shy.  But when their classmates are around they try 
to be the center of attention.  I think a lot of it is that they are putting on this front 
that they don’t care about school and they are cool.  But really they do care.  It’s 
probably hard to care when all your friends are trying to impress people.   
• I don’t necessarily think it’s looked highly upon in their peer group to be a 
brainiac or nerdy however I believe that they like to feel successful and feel good 
about themselves when they are but I don’t really think they’re allowed to brag 
about that kind of success very often and we try to do that in our program so that 
they know that it is okay to be successful in school.  Unfortunately, outside of the 
classroom they are not very encouraged to brag about their success in school.   
• “Some of these guys are so concerned with what the fellas are going to think of 
them that they don’t put forth enough effort in the classroom.”   
 Three respondents indicated that this population is often highly pressured by 
outside negative influences including family and peers.  These sources are not commonly 




limited positive encouragement of academic excellence, leading to limited motivation 
viewed by teachers in the classroom.  Respondents shared the following comments:  
• “Grandmothers, aunties and other members in the family are raising many of 
these students and they are often trying to just keep it all together and cannot give 
as much encouragement to these kids and their school performance.”   
• “They certainly come in with all kinds of stuff from the outside.  These students 
often have gang affiliation and their schoolwork is just not a priority for them 
therefore they don’t put in the effort when we see them in the classroom.”   
• “Many of them come from single parent homes and/or the parents work the late 
shift so they don’t get the affection that a family in a two family home can 
provide because someone else is there to ensure that they are being successful in 
school.”    
Respondents were asked: do you think there are any underlying issues related to self-
esteem?  Eighty-five percent of the respondents believed that self-esteem was a major 
element contributing to the challenge they experience in the classroom with these 
students.   
  Twenty-two percent of respondents specifically indicated their perception that 
students in this program have had limited encouragement with positive academic 
achievement during the formative years. 
• “I know that all students at this age struggle with self-esteem, but with this group 
whatever is going on and whatever dynamics are happening in the home, at 






• I think many of them have plenty of self-esteem however because of negative 
things like feeling pressured to be the life of the classroom by impersonating the 
teacher and other classmates.  That felonious self-esteem dissipates when they are 
asked to get up in front of the class and do something that required them to show 
their intellectual growth.  They get very nervous about that.   
• It pains me that these kids do not know enough about their history.  I believe that 
they could learn to value education better if they knew the contributions some of 
their ancestors made to allow them the right to get a good education.  I think their 
level of self-esteem would increase if they were forced to learn more about their 
rich  
 
Adaptable Teaching Strategies 
 Thirty-eight percent of the respondents mentioned issues surrounding adaptable 
teaching strategies for these students in the classroom as a source for concern.    
Specifically, respondents mentioned the importance of altering teaching techniques and 
strategies for these students to provide a more comfortable environment for the academic 
success of this population in the classroom.   
• I think the African American male that tends to be in an at-risk situation needs a 
different modality of learning.  I would say that the Black males in this program 
definitely need to be able to verbalize and move around; they are very kinesthetic 
and visual.  They are not always very auditory and is probably the same for most 
male students across the board.  
• “African American males specifically need plenty of opportunities to share their 




and they usually have really great ideas but they prefer to say them instead of 
write them.”   
• I believe it is very difficult to keep their attention with the traditional methods.  I 
make sure that for all of my boys, I like to keep them moving in an effort to 
engage them and keep their interest level high.  The Black males really get into 
the lesson when they can get up and verbally participate. 
Two respondents shared their views on being more effective with the male population:     
• If I had a room full of all boys which most of my classrooms are and not 
necessarily specifically just one ethnic group, I would definitely change the 
amount of time that they sat in one place because I find that with my struggling 
students need to get up and go over to a different side of the room 
• “I would do more classroom partner activities and stuff like that because boys like 
to move around, I would definitely have more kinesthetic activities with more 
movement and less sitting.”   
Along with the common theme of adaptable teaching strategies, the concept of trust 
and respect emerged as a concern.  Thirty-three percent discussed the need for students to 
feel respected before these students are able feel comfortable in the classroom for 
learning to occur.  Fifty-five percent also indicated that student comfort as an 
instructional practice to engage these students.  The classroom should be comfortable for 
students to elicit full classroom participation for optimal leaning experiences.   
• A classroom where students feel comfortable asking questions.  A lot of times 
they don’t want to look dumb if they raise their hand and ask a question.  My 






fun of just because they want to learn.  One where they can actually explore math.  
I’d like to see them work together because some students are stronger in different 
areas.   
• I have found that they are pretty comfortable wherever they’re at.  I haven’t really 
had any problems soliciting answers, laughs or opinions from them.  Most of my 
kids are pretty opinionated and they’ll share it with you whether you ask them or 
not; or whether it’s the appropriate time or not.  It just needs to be controlled 
environment because they can get pretty wild.   
• I work really hard at cultivating a trusting environment.  Students must feel that 
they can trust you, and with these kids they can smell a fake a mile away so there 
has got to be equality and fairness across the board regardless of their gender or 
race.  There also has to be humor, you have to be able to make your kids laugh at 
you.   
• I believe that kids thrive when they know the rules and they know where things re 
in the room and that the environment is orderly.  It doesn't have to be militaristic 
but they always know the folders will be here or there.  They always know the 
supplies will be over here.   
Nearly all respondents revealed a strong desire to understand how to be more effective in 
the classroom with not only the African American male population but with all males. 
Communication 
 Communication between home and school emerged as a concern for 88% of all 
teacher respondents as well 76% of the parent respondents; however each group 




• I haven’t done much, I call for those parents who respond.  I have to say 
with the African American parents, they are more responsive once you can 
get a hold of them.  The next day you’ve got the lesson, because the parent 
has held their child accountable for the work.   
• The relationship is usually one-sided.  It’s usually me making the contact.  
I always give them my number and tell them to contact me but they don’t.  
When I do get in touch with them I will get support in words but I don’t 
always see the evidence of follow through with the student.    
• I found that calling the parent and talking to the parent makes a huge 
amount of difference especially with the African American boys.  The kid 
usually comes back and is willing to work.  Having the parent involved in 
that way makes a big, big difference but that kind of involvement is very 
rare.   
• They don’t call; I call them.  Most of the time I get good interactions with 
the parents.  There have been a couple that basically said, when he’s at 
school, he’s your problem.  But that only happened a couple of times.  For 
the most part, If I call an African American parent and tell them that I am 
having a problem with their son and request their help, they are usually 
very apt to help.  They see that I care about their son.    
• I don’t know why they don’t initiate contact with me.  Maybe it is a lack 
of awareness, more so than lack of caring.  I really just think if they knew 






are in communication, man it’s like magic, it would make a big difference 
in the classroom.    
Teacher and parent respondents also commented about their preferred method of 
communication.  Table 7 shows the methods of communication used by each respondent.  
Sixty-six percent of the teachers interviewed preferred email or School Loop, while 34% 
preferred phone calls.  Parent responders interviewed indicated that 62% preferred school 
loop/email, while 38% preferred phone calls to communicate with the teacher.   
Table 7 
Preferred Method of Communication by Teacher and Parent Respondents  
Respondents Schoolloop  
Email 
Telephone 
           Teachers 66% 34% 
           Parents 62% 38% 
 
Communication with teachers was also notable during the interviews with 
parents, although their perceptions significantly differed from views shared by the 
teachers.  Over half, 60%, of parent respondents indicated that teachers were very 
responsive when they inquired about their son; however, 40% indicated that teachers do 
not communicate as much as they would like them to prior to an issue arising. 
• “The teachers have been very responsive to me through email.  Whenever I email 
one of my son’s teachers they are pretty quick to respond to my question.”   
• “His teachers were usually responsive especially when I emailed them about his 




• Well, this year I would have to say that the teachers initiated a lot of the 
communication, the teachers were really good this year.  My son on the other 
hand, just wouldn’t do his part most of the time.  I can’t blame the teachers this 
year.   
• “I would like it if the teachers were more candid when discussing my son.  
Sometimes it’s a bunch of lip service and sometimes they don’t tell the truth.”   
• “I usually initiate the communication, unless of course he is in trouble.  Teachers 
are not very consistent, they are usually talking out of both sides of their mouth 
with him and they rarely follow through.”  
• I’ve reached out to them to keep me up to date as to his behavior.  Not, like on a 
daily basis.  They can’t tell me because they have a lot of students if he turned in 
homework or not.  But “if it crosses your mind, three times this week he did turn 
in homework, can you shoot me an email?”  And I haven’t gotten that.  I think 
their perception is that I’m not involved.   
• They would email me or I would go on school loop and I would have messages on 
there from teachers telling me that he did not turn in this assignment or that 
assignment and he would tell me that he did not understand or something and I 
would tell him to ask his teachers and he wouldn’t cause he said he was not 
comfortable asking them for help.   
Analysis and Findings of Field Notes 
 The researcher conducted informal meetings with administrators about the 
alternative school, Lake School.  The researcher had conversations with the principal on 






on in the school and some great teaching.  He also indicated that the teachers in the Lake 
School really care about this population of students and that they were hired because of 
their expertise and dedication with at-risk populations.  He also indicated that many of 
the teachers at this school have only taught in schools such as the Lake School that 
primarily focus on at-risk students who struggle and are in danger of leaving school 
without earning high school diplomas.   
 The assistant principal of the Lake School, specifically in charge of the daily 
operations of the Lake School, indicated that these students require very specific 
monitoring.  She also said that a big part of her job is tracking attendance, assigning 
detention, and citing students for uniform infractions.   
 The researcher asked her how she viewed the level of parent participation with 
these students and she indicated that she sees very few parents unless she is contacting 
them regarding specific student issues.  She said many students in this program have 
severe attendance issues and are cited and issued tickets for attendance, subsequently 
being ordered by the court to attend school regularly.    
 During a conversation with one of the at-risk counselors, she explained in detail 
some specifics surrounding the attendance issues in the Lake School.  She indicated that 
full day absences are not as problematic as the period absences she termed as ditching 
specific classes that they do not like or are trying to avoid.  She said that many of the 
students enter the Lake School with as many as 75 period absences.   
 We talked about methods the Lake School uses to improve academics and she 
said to address issues with these students pertaining to academics, the team tries to 




grade point averages and good attendance, the Lake School has quarterly Back on Track 
ceremonies to recognize students who have exhibited improved attendance, improved 
grade point averages.  Students who have earned a 3.5 grade point average are eligible to 
be exited from the Lake School and transferred to the main campus; they are also 
recognized.  Students are awarded with certificates as well as various tangible items such 
as backpacks, T-shirts, and buttons etc.   
 Additionally, the researcher was able to observe an incentive event for students in 
the Lake School who had earned at least a 2.0 grade point average on the 12-week 
progress report card.  The at-risk counselors arranged for an ice cream truck to come on 
campus and give all eligible students a free ice cream bar.  The researcher observed the 
students excitement of being recognized for their recent academic achievement.  The 
event was very simple; parents were not present.   
Analysis of Classroom Observations 
 The researcher visited five Lake School classes: English, algebra AB, modern 
world history, study lab, and biology 1-2 for approximately 30 minutes and observed how 
teachers interacted with their students (see Table 9).  Classroom observations revealed 
that students were more on task and interested in the lesson when teachers were actively 
engaged with the students.  The researcher noticed a few teachers using Specially 
Designed Academic Instruction in English (SDAIE).  Students appeared to flourish when 
the teachers developed a frame of reference based on prior knowledge of the student.  
The following is a recount of classroom observations by the researcher:  
Classroom observation 1.  This was an English class with 25 students.  The 






knew exactly what they were expected to learn from the day’s lesson.  The researcher 
also noticed a giant rigor poster.  A school goal, especially on the main campus is to 
ensure that rigor is embedded into all classes.  The researcher noticed that the expectation 
appeared to be similar for the Lake School students.   
 The teacher conducted a whole group reading lesson.  The students took turns 
reading passages from the book while the teacher often interjected to explain relevant 
points.  The researcher noticed how the teacher periodically stopped to check for 
understanding by asking questions about what they had read.  Most students appeared to 
be engaged; however, there were a couple of students that appeared lost.  The researcher 
noticed how a few of the other students stepped in to help those students get back on task.  
The researcher also noticed how the teacher remained on her feet consistently walking 
around the classroom while she engaged the students.  This teacher appeared to be very 
passionate about what she was doing and appeared to enjoy working with the students.  
The researcher noticed her excitement that the students appeared to understand the 
material being presented.   
Classroom observation 2.  This was an Algebra class with 21 students.  The 
researcher noticed how the students walked into the classroom fairly jovial and talkative 
with their friends until the bell rang.  Once the bell rang the students quickly quieted 
down and focused on the teacher.  This classroom was very quiet; the teacher 
immediately had students pass forward their homework and began the lesson. 
  The teacher pulled a popsicle stick from a cup each time there was a question to 
be answered.  The popsicle sticks were divided into two cups, one labeled male and the 




researcher asked her how the system worked and she indicated that she alternates 
between cups so that all students have an equal chance to answer questions.  She also 
indicated that selecting the sticks at random encouraged each student to be prepared to 
respond to a question because, “They never knew when their stick will be pulled and they 
never want to be embarrassed in front of their friends.”  The researcher noticed that even 
though the students appeared to be ready to answer the questions, there appeared to be a 
high level of respect for this teacher.  Even though they may not have been enjoying the 
subject content they seemed to enjoy impressing their teacher by knowing the material.  
This particular teacher appeared to have great command and respect from her students 
and appeared very passionate about seeing her students learn.  The researcher also 
observed this teacher include general everyday examples that the students could relate to.   
 In subsequent conversations with this teacher, she indicated that she often 
includes information in her lessons that the students can better relate to consequently 
increasing greater understanding of the material.  The teacher stated, “Many of these 
students have disliked math their entire lives because what someone has told them and 
because they thought they were not good at it, but when you break it down into terms 
they understand and make it situational to things happening in their life, it makes it easier 
for them to understand.  And when they get it the light goes on in their brain.”  
Classroom observation 3.  This was a Modern World History class with 20 
students in the class.  The researcher arrived about 10 minutes into the class period and 
observed the teacher lecturing about totalitarianism.  The teacher used an example from 
the movie, Lion King to teach the students about how Adolf Hitler turned on his own 






was trained in Specially Designed Academic Instruction in English (SDAIE).  The 
students appeared very interested when the teacher related that time in history to a current 
movie that most of them saw as children.  The movie was a frame of reference for them 
to use so that they could apply the idea to something that was real to them.   
  After the lecture the teacher broke the students up into their presentation groups.  
The students were working on their upcoming class presentations.  This class was not 
very quiet.  Students were up and out of their seats walking around talking to their 
neighbors.  The researcher noticed a few students walk over to the teacher’s desk to ask 
questions about the project.  The students appeared very engaged in their group 
discussions; however, the researcher did notice that a few of the groups were not talking 
about history.  The researcher appeared to go unnoticed.  The teacher sat at the desk and 
did not get up while the researcher was present during group time.  It was apparent to the 
researcher that they were very comfortable in the classroom and working in groups.   
 Classroom observation 4.  The researcher observed a study lab class.  This class 
of 24 was designed to assist students with homework and offers tutoring for students in a 
variety of subjects.  The teacher began the class period with a lecture on study skills and 
organization.  The students appeared fairly disinterested in the material being presented.  
This class appeared fairly unstructured and laid back.  The students appeared at ease and 
unconcerned about what the teacher was talking about.   
 After the initial lecture each student had a different subject to work on and the 
teacher grouped the students together based on subject area.  The teacher walked around 
the classroom and assisted students with their work.  Some students reviewed homework 




several students listening to ipods; the researcher questioned the use of ipods and the 
teacher indicated that some of the students needed to listen to music to concentrate.   
  Most of the students were engaged; however, there were about three students that 
were not on task and the teacher had to speak with them constantly throughout the period.  
The phone rang three times while researcher was present, and based on what the 
researcher could hear, the phone calls were from other teachers responding to initial calls 
from the classroom teacher about the work from other classes.  The researcher was able 
to witness first hand how the teachers communicate about the students in this program.   
 Classroom observation 5.  This was a biology class with 24 students.  The 
teacher was teaching a whole group lesson and the students were very engaged and 
appeared interested.  The researcher noticed that the teacher used current topics to make 
her points and to elicit interest.  This teacher used the prior knowledge based on the 
experiences and culture of the student to intensify the learning objective.  She walked 
around the class consistently and was very animated.  The students appeared very 
involved and raised their hands quite a bit to participate in the lesson.  This class was 
very interactive and the students appeared extremely engaged in the lesson.  This teacher 
appeared to be very passionate about teaching, and the researcher noticed her excitement 
as the students began to understand the material being presented.  The researcher asked 
her about her teaching techniques after the observation.  She stated, “ I have to be an 
actress everyday to keep their attention, because as long as I keep it interesting they will 







Charted Observations   
Observation Duration Subject Respondent 
Observation #1 30 min English #7 
Observation #2 30 min Algebra AB #10 
Observation #3 30 min History #5 
Observation #4 30 min Study Lab #2 
Observation #5 30 min Biology #12 
 
Summary of Findings by Research Question 
The next section will provide an analysis of the thematic findings organized by 
the research questions outlined in the study.  The data collected in this study exhibited 
critical factors for educators and parents to consider while providing various learning 
opportunities for this population.  Parents and teachers were provided the opportunity to 
share their experiences and perceptions of these students in the classroom through semi-
structured interviews, student data, and classroom observations by the primary 
researcher.     
Research question 1.  How do teachers describe their perceptions of African 
American male students in the alternative high school classroom?   To address this 
research question, during semi structured interviews respondents were asked to create a 
list of challenging students in their classroom.  The researcher included this question to 
determine if there were specific concerns regarding this population of students without 




After each respondent completed the list they were then asked, “Are any of these 
students African American males?” to elicit a discussion.  Each list was immediately 
destroyed by the respondent to protect the identity of the students; the researcher did not 
see any student names.   If the respondent answered yes to this question, the researcher 
then asked, “Why are these students challenging?   Eighty-eight percent of the 
respondents believed that the biggest challenge they face with this population is their 
apparent lack of interest in the school experience.  Forty-four percent of the respondents 
indicated that they have difficulty keeping these students motivated in the classroom and 
that they believe that these students simply are not concerned with an education.  
Moreover, 60% of the respondents believed that these students just “don’t care” about the 
importance of earning a good education.  Many reported that there does not appear to be 
a high priority and that school is an insignificant part of their lives.  Additionally, 40% of 
the respondents reported that they experience great difficulty in keeping the students 
engaged in the lesson.  Further, 50% of the teacher respondents also reported that these 
students are greatly influenced by outside factors that will often spill over into the 
classroom.   
• The challenge they present is that I just have to stay on them to get them to finish 
their work.  That’s the biggest challenge for me.  Is that they will smile at me and  
they will nod  their heads and they will say, “Yeah, I’m on it, I’m working on it,”   
and then I check and it never got turned in.  They did it partially but they just 
don’t follow through.  
• They get distracted by other things that are higher priorities.  They’re not just 






unrelated to what’s going on in my class.  They are more into sports or a 
girlfriend or just talking with friends.  Very social.  School is not a priority, and  
that’s my challenge with them, motivating them to do well in my class.  
• Well, it is the Lake School.  It certainly is challenging.  They come in with all 
kinds of stuff from outside, and I think one of the things I sometimes forget is 
how tough their lives really are.  And yeah, I mean, these boys are real 
challenging.  
Themes of motivation and adaptable teaching strategies were present during teacher 
interviews associated with research question 1. 
Research question 2.  In what ways do these teachers develop relationships with 
African American Male students?   To address this research question the researcher asked 
the following interview questions: “Do you have a clear understanding of the cultural 
experiences of African American males and would a good understanding of their cultural 
background develop better relationships with these students?”  This question was 
included to determine the respondents’ perceptions of how their general understanding of 
their students’ cultural background aids in their understanding of how to better educate 
the students as well as developing better relationships with these students?  Analysis of 
the interview data revealed that the majority of respondents believed that a clearer 
understanding of a students’ cultural background would be helpful in developing more 
positive relationships with their students, thereby leading to more positive experiences in 
the classroom.  In addition, 70% believed that their knowledge of their cultural 
background was extremely limited and expressed a desire to have more opportunities to 




expressed that they only had one or two multicultural education courses in their teacher 
education programs and felt that those courses were adequate at best.  Only 20% 
indicated that they believe that they possessed a good understanding of this population’s 
culture and through based on previous experience with the population.  However 10% did 
not feel that an understanding of the culture was relevant and that they were able to 
develop relationships with these students based on willingness to understand and know 
this population as students.   
 Forty-four percent of the respondents indicated that learning more about their 
students provides various opportunities in their classrooms to have group discussions, 
including topics that pertain to their life outside of the classroom.  Teachers indicated that 
incorporating this type of group discussion in the lesson offers the student a better frame 
of reference.  Teacher respondents also added that class discussions provide the teacher 
with a clearer view of the life of the student, and therefore provide a more comfortable 
environment in the classroom.  Other teachers indicated that they open up their 
classrooms during lunch and allow their students to come in and eat lunch with them.  
One teacher stated the following: 
• “They love coming into my room because they feel comfortable and really open 
up about various issues they have in their lives, many often bring other kids to my 
room and they all just hang out.”   
• I think I could do a lot better.  I wish I could go to each one of their homes.  I 
wish I could sit down with their parents and have them tell me “what should I 
know about your child that would help me be a better teacher.   






about basketball or about societal issues or talk to them about weather or April  
Fool’s Day or my family or stuff to keep a good relationship with them.  I talk to  
them a lot about other stuff to keep it positive.    
• I have some, but I’m just one who is constantly trying to find and learn more.  I 
don't think we can fully understand, especially being Hispanic.  I just have a 
better understanding of my culture – the students within the same cultural 
background.  But it’s my responsibility as a teacher to understand and see what’s 
happening within other cultures and understand their dynamics.  Because it seems 
that if I’m only catering to one or understanding one, then that’s unfair to all of 
them.   
• I don’t have a great deal of knowledge about their culture; however I think a lot of 
it is about building a relationship with students in the classroom.  And rather than 
just learning from textbooks or learning from experts, I think a lot of what 
happens in the classroom is building a good relationship with these students so 
that they are able to tell you about their specific background,  specific situation, 
and not just assume that all the students from any group have the same problems 
or issues.  But it’s not until you are actually in that classroom, dealing with 
individual students,  that you can actually help them out.   
Themes of motivation, communication, and adaptable teaching strategies were present 
during teacher interviews associated with research question 2. 
Research question 3.  What instructional practices do teachers use in these 
classrooms to engage these students?  Classroom observations as well as teacher 




classroom.  The researcher focused on the following questions to ascertain this 
information, “How would you describe a classroom environment that promotes positive 
learning for all students?”  This question was included to gain a general understanding of 
the respondents’ thoughts regarding an optimal learning environment.  The 
overwhelming majority expressed the opinion that their idea of a model classroom would 
be the same for all students.  
  The researcher then asked the respondents if the classroom environment would 
be the same for African American students specifically.   This question was included to 
determine whether the classroom experience should be different for African American 
males specific to instruction and how these students should be taught.  This question was 
of paramount importance in determining teacher perceptions of a classroom conducive to 
teaching African American male students.  Some stated that African American boys 
require classrooms where they are permitted to move around, as they are kinesthetic 
learners.  The classroom should also afford an opportunity to verbalize often, as they like 
to “talk about it.” 
• So the students have to be able to trust you.  The students have to understand that 
even though you’re an authority figure, that you’re on their side as far as having 
them learn this information and see that, given that ideas and build that goal as to 
where – and the steps as to where this curriculum and this class is going to take 
them.  So varying the lessons so that you’re addressing the different needs and 
learning styles of the students and whether it’s lecture for students who prefer 






• I think they need a little bit of freedom but they also need somebody to kind of 
watch them to make sure that they’re actually producing something.  So that’s 
what I find.  If I had to design it, I would design a room like that.   
Themes of adaptable teaching strategies and communication were present in data 
gathered in teacher interviews related to research question 3.   
Research question 4.  How do teachers interact with parents of African 
American male students?  This question helped the researcher determine how the 
relationships with parents were initially formed.  To answer this question, the researcher 
asked, “What methods have you used to encourage parent/teacher collaboration?”   This 
question was included to determine how teachers communicate with the parents of their 
students.  The researcher also wanted to determine the teacher’s preferred method of 
communication to compare and contrast the preferred communication method of the 
parents as well.  This line of questioning also allowed the researcher to begin the 
conversation of the perceived involvement of the parent respondents.  Parent-teacher 
interaction was a concern for nearly all respondents.  Eighty-eight percent of the teacher 
respondents indicated that parent participation for this population was low to non-
existent; however, when the effort was made on the part of the teacher to gain assistance 
from the parent to help encourage work in class or completion of homework assignments, 
parents were more than eager to become involved.  Respondents also mentioned that 
these parents were very appreciative when the teacher reached out to alert them of a 
problem with their student.   
• I prefer school loop email.  I think that parents do appreciate being contacted.  




contact or with School Loop available, why they don’t constantly check it, at least 
weekly, and then inquire when things are going wrong.  
• It’s hard.  We have to make the initial contact.  They have to be here.  We have to 
talk to them.  We have to show them.  Yeah.  I would say honestly, that’s the 
number one reason that kids don’t do well in school.  That is the number one 
reason.  It is the lack of participation in the whole process. . . .  It’s almost like 
your kid is in the hospital and you never come to visit him.  You don’t ask the 
doctors any questions.  You don’t investigate what his ailment is.  You don’t want 
to research possible cures.  You don’t network with any other people who have 
the same illness.  I mean, it’s just like you’d never do that if your kid was sick.  
But they do it with school.  I don’t get it.  Anyway.  (Laughs).  
• I don’t understand it.  I just think it’s a lack of awareness.  More than a lack of 
caring.  They just don’t realize how powerful those actions can be.  I really just 
think if they knew how amazing it is when the kids discover that the parents and 
the teacher are in communication, it’s like magic.  If parents knew this, and really 
were aware, I think that would make a big difference.   
• I use group wise (email) a lot and tell the parent a lot and I also call home.  But I 
could probably do a better job of calling home more often and I really love to 
invite more parents into my room.  I don’t have any parents that come in ever.  I 
mean not just any parents ever come into my room.  I’ve only had a couple 
parents ever visit because they wanted to observe their student and we’ve had a 
couple parents that have because they’re kid was ditching so often, walked them 






But I’d love to have more parents come in and be part of the environment but I 
haven’t really done a whole lot to invite that yet either.    
• Phone calls are very useful.  If I’ve had problems with kids, African American 
boys included in that group, I found that calling the parent and talking to the 
parent makes a huge amount of difference and that is definitely true with African 
American boys and the few times that I’ve had problems with my African 
American male students and I’ve called home, spoken to a parent, I found that it 
made a big impact, the kid usually comes back and is willing to change.  Usually 
the offense wasn’t hugely egregious or negative, it was usually something that 
needs minor adjustment, but having the parent involved made a big, big 
difference.    
• I love email.  Some of them don’t even have email though.  So that’s my  
preferred way.  I call home sometimes.  I’ve got a couple phone numbers and 
sticky notes in my wallet right now.  I call these parents every once in awhile.  
Themes of communication and parent partnership were present during teacher and parent 
interviews relating to research question 4. 
Research question 5.  How are the counselor home visits helpful in assisting 
teachers understanding of some of the challenges these students face in the classroom? 
To address this research question respondents were asked, “Have you ever participated in 
a home visit?”  This question was asked to determine if any of the respondents had ever 
participated in a home visit with the counselor.   
  Eighty-eight percent of the respondents indicated that they had not participated in 




visit and stated that visiting the students homes benefit the student because the 
respondents were able to gain a better perspective of why the students were experiencing 
distractions in school.   
• Yes, I have been on a home visit.  The most recent home visit was a few months 
ago to an African American home.  This student was not showing up for school.  
So the Counselor and I jumped in her SUV and we went over there and had to 
kinda track him down through the alleys to try and figure out where the home 
was, because we didn’t have a good address.  The home was really interesting and 
I’ll leave it at that. However, I understood why the student was so disjointed from 
school.  The greatest thing about the home visit is the student realized that 
someone from the school cared about him.    
• Yes, I have been on a home visit.  I have even made home visits myself where if a 
student is not doing what they’re supposed to do in class and I can’t get anybody 
on the phone, I’ll go to their house after school and try to speak with the parents 
and let them know I’m concerned about the student.  It has turned out positive the 
few times I’ve done it.  The parents are grateful that I did do that and it showed as 
a teacher I cared which made the student see that I cared enough to go the extra 
mile and they came in with a different attitude in class and put forth more effort. 
• Yes, I have been on home visits many times and there were very helpful.  It is one 
thing to say lower socioeconomic on paper, it’s another thing to go into a tiny 
apartment that has bars on the windows and is in a real kind of scary looking 






One teacher indicated that she was not aware that going with the counselor to students’ 
homes was an option.   
• “No, I have never been on a home visit.  I didn't know I could do that.  I could do 
that?” 
• Researcher: “Yes, but always go with a counselor, never go alone.”   
• Teacher: “I definitely think I could learn more about these kids, especially 
students with attendance issues.  Instead of just giving the administrator these 
names or going through the numerous disconnected numbers.  Yes this would 
help.  Showing up to the house to see why a student wasn’t coming, I could 
probably get an idea just talking to the parents or just seeing what’s going on. 
The researcher was also interested in discovering if the home visits were 
beneficial to the teachers’ understanding of some of the challenges these students face in 
the classroom.  The researcher found that 88% believed that the home visits were very 
helpful in looking beyond what the student presented in the classroom.  Even though the 
majority of respondents had not been on home visits, they reported that counselors 
communicate with teachers and administrators often to share challenges that may be 
happening with the families in the home that may affect classroom performance.   
• I talk to the counselors often and when there are issues with one of my kids we 
work on the issue together along with the student.  Sometimes the student does 
not want me to know about the issue because it may be too personal for them.   
• Yes, home visits are very useful in our school.  The counselors down here are 
very skilled and are able to talk freely with the parents in the comfort of their own 




never be privy to because we are teaching.  So when I do talk to the counselor 
about what’s going on I can be more sensitive in the classroom.   
Themes of communication, teacher collaboration, and parent partnership were present 
during teacher interviews relating to research question 5.   
Research question 6. What kind of teacher in-service trainings do teachers 
perceive would be helpful to facilitate cultural understanding?   This question was 
necessary to determine teacher views of the kind of trainings necessary to achieve higher 
academic success in the classroom for this population.  The researcher was also interested 
in determining whether specific trainings had been offered to teachers that was specific to 
the African American male students.  The interview questions used to ascertain this were 
“Are teacher in-service trainings offered in the Lake School geared toward increasing the 
success of African American males in the classroom?  If so what topics were covered? If 
not, do you believe these kinds of trainings would be useful and what kind of topics 
should be covered?”    
 Respondents indicated that specific trainings focusing primarily on African 
American males were not offered; however, two respondents indicated that they had been 
to a few conferences specifically pertaining to this population.  Most indicated that 
trainings specific to this population would be helpful in understanding their cultural 
nuances and family dynamics.  A very popular view of nearly all respondents was the 
availability of teacher and administrator collaboration in the Lake School.  Eighty-eight 
percent of the respondents viewed their weekly Monday meetings with the administrator 






• “There is more opportunity here than on the main campus.  We all meet at 
lunchtime on Mondays.  We are all together with the administrator and hash out 
ideas and provide specific information about kids.”   
• “We meet every Monday for lunch, and those meetings help us because we 
discuss things that work.  We discuss students in particular and we hold them 
accountable.”   
• “We have Monday meetings that are mandatory.  The collaboration never feels 
forced though.  It feels very organic and teacher driven.”    
In addition, respondents reported that consulting with other teachers has been 
effective in providing additional resources and training to assist in the classroom for this 
population.  Teacher consultation facilitates an understanding of how to be more effective 
in the classroom with not only the African American male population but with males and 
at-risk students.   
• “We meet weekly and even beyond that, teachers collaborate on their own above 
and beyond that.”    
• We meet every Monday at lunchtime to discuss the students, not just African-
Americans but all students.  If teachers are having problems with certain students 
or say: “Tyrone didn’t come to my class,” and I’ll say: “Did Tyrone come to your 
class? He hasn’t come to mine.  Well, if you see, him can you persuade him to 
come to mine.”  
• I meet with Ms. P and we bounce things back and forth.  I see her every day and I 
talk to the staff assistants.  It makes a difference you know, my Black students see 




Themes of communication and adaptable teaching strategies were present during teacher 
interviews associated to research question 6. 
Research question 7.  How do parents perceive their child’s experiences in the 
alternative school classroom?  This question was included to determine parent 
perceptions of their students schooling experiences.  To address this research question, 
questions found in the interview protocol were used (see Appendix G).  Parents should 
play a very key role in the education of their children and should be consulted and 
included in this process.   
  Thirty-two percent of the parents interviewed believed that their sons did not 
have enough personal attention with their teachers and were not given very many 
opportunities to challenge themselves in the classroom.   
• My son and I talk a lot about what happens in the classroom, but it’s mostly not 
good though.  There are some teachers he does like though because they really 
encourage him and motivate him to do the best that he can.  On those days he’s 
really excited and he’ll tell me what happened in school.  Then in the other 
classes, where I guess there’s too many kids, and the teacher can’t concentrate on 
him, then he starts daydreaming.    
• “He felt that in certain subjects, I’ll say that math was really difficult.  He felt that 
he didn’t get enough one-on-one, by there being so many students.  He didn’t feel 
comfortable asking questions.”   
• We talk but it’s mostly negative.  He doesn’t feel challenged.  He feels that the 
work is an insult to his intelligence and there are no expectations for him.  The 






 One respondent was very specific about her son’s interaction with the teacher and 
stated the following: 
• Some of the teachers make time for my son after school and before school for 
one-on-one tutoring.  Those teachers appeared to have a relationship with my son.  
I wish they were available in the evening to be reached on their cell phones for 
additional help.   
 Two parents indicated that they felt that their sons’ teachers did not fully 
understand what they were going through as young Black men and wished that if they 
understood them, they may be able to connect with them more in the classroom to capture 
their attention.   
• In some of my son’s classes, he feels that the teachers actually care and respect 
him because they really try to understand and listen to what is going on, not only 
in school, but at home and around the neighborhood.    
• My son has told me that he wishes that his teachers were a little bit more 
understanding.  He feels that they’re not as open as he would like them to be, 
where he will feel okay with going to them and letting them know how he feels. 
Forty percent indicated that respect is necessary in creating a more comfortable 
learning environment for this population, therefore increasing the learning curve for their 
sons.  Sixty percent of the parents interviewed did not feel that they were invited into the 
educational process of their children.  Although they indicated that there were many 
opportunities to be included, they just did not feel comfortable and welcomed.  Themes 
of communication, adaptable teaching strategies and parent partnership were present in 




Analysis and Findings of Demographic Data 
 Student data collected from the Lake School was analyzed to determine the 
effectiveness of the Lake School for the specific population being studied.  The 
researcher studied each piece of data to obtain perspective on the Lake School as well as 
to examine the sample population in this study.   
 Lake School statistics.  The researcher analyzed these data and determined the 
demographics of the Lake School (see Tables 3 and 4 for total Lake School 
demographics).  Based on the Lake School statistical report, there are exactly 80 African 
American students in the Lake School, 36 males and 44 female (see Figure 7).   
 
 







Analysis and Findings of Student Data 
Lake School student report.  The researcher reviewed each student transcript 
that included grade point averages for the Fall and Spring Semesters for each African-
American male student in the Lake School program for the 2008-2009 school year.  Each 
student earned under a grade point average lower than a 2.0, which was a determining 
factor on being placed in the Lake School.  The researcher then tracked their grade point 
averages for the 2009-2010 school year and analyzed each semester separately (Fall and 
Spring).  At the end of the fall 2009 semester, 6% had over a 3.0 GPA, 13% had at least a 
2.5 GPA, 25% had at least a 2.0 GPA, and 56% were under a 2.0.  During the spring 
semester, 13% had at least a 3.0 GPA, 10% had at least a 2.5, 29% had a 2.0 or above, 
and 48% had under a 2.0.  (See Table 9) 
Table 9  
Grade Point Averages of Total Population of African American Lake School Male 
Students 
 
Grade Point Average Fall Semester  
(2009) 
Spring Semester (2010) 
Above a 3.0  6% 13% 
2.5 and Above 13% 10% 
2.0 and Above 25% 29% 
Under a 2.0 56% 48% 
 
Student attendance report.  Before analyzing the attendance data, the researcher 
spoke to the Lake School at risk counselor to determine the attendance challenges she 
experienced in the Lake School.  According to the counselor, attendance is a major 




but period absences were very problematic.  She also indicated that these students usually 
begin the Lake School program with as many as 75 period absences.   
 The researcher analyzed attendance reports for each African American male 
student from September 2009 through June 2010.  At the end of the spring semester of 
2010, 49% of the students improved attendance.  Twenty-nine percent of student 
attendance remained unchanged, and 22% of the students’ attendance had decreased (See 
Table 10). 
Table 10  
Attendance Report From 2009-2010  
Increased Attendance Attendance Unchanged Increased Absences 
49% 29% 22% 
 
 
Summary of Significant Findings 
 Four themes emerged from the multiple data sources in this study were paired to 
seven research questions that guided this study.  The four themes included: student 
motivation, adaptable teaching strategies, communication, and parent partnership.  
Findings revealed in this study that African American male students are highly 
unmotivated in the classroom and appear to be disinterested in educational pursuits, 
causing respondents increased difficulty in keeping this group engaged in the classroom.  
The study revealed that African American male students are highly pressured by outside 
influences.  The teachers reported that the peer group and family may discourage 






self-esteem in the academic environment.  However, their self-esteem appears to be very 
high among their peers.   
    Adaptable teaching was the second emerging theme.  The teachers reported that 
they had to modify their teaching in order to achieve increased student interest.  The 
teachers noted that they had to modify their teaching style to meet the learner to 
accommodate the learners’ preferred learning style.  Data gathered from teacher 
interviews indicated kinesthetic and verbal learning as the two preferred styles for 
African American males in this study. 
 Coinciding with this theme was the idea of creating a trusting and caring 
atmosphere in the classroom for this group.  Fifty-five percent indicated that student 
comfort is paramount in creating a positive learning environment.   
 Communication emerged as an important element for both teacher and parent 
respondents; however, the data showed contrasting concerns.  Although respondents from 
both groups reported that communication was important in the educational process, 
teacher respondent data revealed that they were effective in communicating with parents.  
Still, data provided by parent respondents showed that the communication is not as timely 
as they would have preferred.   
 Parent partnership emerged as the fourth theme.  Parent partnership was a concern 
for all respondents.  However, the data revealed that the parent responders believed that 
they were involved in the school experience of their sons; parents did not feel as if they 
were welcomed into the process.  Conversely, data attained by the teacher respondents 




Summary of Findings by Student Data 
 The student data revealed that the African American male population of the Lake 
School consists of 36 students Grades 10 through 12 who for two consecutive semesters 
initially have earned less than a 2.0 grade point average.  Transcript analysis revealed that 
by the end of the Spring 2010 semester, 45% of the African American male population 
earned at least a 2.0 grade point average during the fall and spring semesters and were 
eligible to transition back to the main campus.  Data recorded by attendance data revealed 
that while 49% of the students improved their period attendance, 29% of the student 
attendance remained unchanged and 22% increased their absence rate.   
Summary of Findings by Administrator Informal interview 
 Through several conversations with the administrators, her primary 
responsibilities in the Lake School included attendance.  Findings revealed that she  
provided the staff with an opportunity to collaborate on a regular basis during weekly 
meetings.  The data revealed that 88% of the respondents viewed the weekly meetings 
facilitated by the site administrator as mini in-service training sessions.  Through the 
researcher’s conversations with the main campus administrator, she reported that the 
majority of the teachers in the Lake School were hired primarily based on their 
experience in teaching at-risk high school students and that they prefer this population. 
Summary of Findings by Teacher Interviews 
 Interview data in this study revealed that 44% of the teachers indicated that 
African American male students in this study appear to be unmotivated in the classroom.  
The data also revealed that these teachers have challenges with keeping this group of 






progress.  Further, the data revealed that education does not appear to be high on the list 
of priorities for this group due to negative outside influences including peers and family.  
Fifty percent of the respondents indicated that peer group influence is also a primary 
factor for the limited educational success in the classroom.   
 Data from teacher interviews also revealed that self-esteem was a factor that 
diminishes academic success in the classroom.  Limited or prior negative academic 
experiences of the African American males during the early years carry over to their high 
school years, consequently creating negative attitudes toward positive school 
performance.  Eighty-five percent of the teachers in this study indicated that these youth 
display low self-esteem regarding academics.  However, their self-esteem appears to be 
higher when socializing with peer group and activities unrelated to academia.   
 Further, data revealed that 88% of the respondents modified teaching methods in 
the classroom to increase student interest.  Specifically, 35% of the respondents reported 
that non-traditional teaching methods consistent with the preferred learning styles of this 
population sparked greater interest in classroom activities. 
 Thirty-three percent of the respondents revealed that this population of students 
should feel trusted and respected to begin to feel comfortable in the classroom with 
teachers and other staff on campus.  Data revealed that when these teachers modified 
their teaching methods, the climate in the classroom became more comfortable and 
increased learning outcomes. 
 Data reported by teachers indicated that understanding a students’ background 
would be helpful in developing more positive relationships in the classroom.  Seventy 




background was limited, although these teachers indicated that they were open to 
learning more.  Only 20% reported having a good understanding based on previous 
experiences with this population. 
 Home visits were also reported as being a vehicle for connecting with students in 
the classroom.  Although 88% of the respondents revealed that home visits were helpful 
in assessing the needs of the African American male students in the classroom, only 16% 
of the respondents reported that they had ever made a home visit.  Teachers revealed that 
the at-risk counselors handle the majority of the home visits.  However, they indicated 
that the visits by counselors were helpful because they share pertinent information with 
the teachers.  This information assists teachers in the classroom with these students.   
 Teacher respondent data showed that parent involvement is limited in the Lake 
School.  However, data reported by parents showed involvement.  If a connection is made 
with parents, data further indicated that when the initial attempt is made by the teacher, 
the parents are usually more eager to participate. 
 Additionally, the data also revealed that teachers appeared to favor collaboration 
between colleagues and administrators.  Teachers viewed their daily interactions with 
colleagues, such as in the hall and during lunch, as training and information sharing 
sessions.  Teachers also viewed weekly meetings with the at-risk counselors and the 
administrators as in-service training sessions.   
Summary of Findings by Researcher Observations and Field Notes 
 Classroom observations revealed that non-traditional teaching methods consistent 
with the preferred learning styles of this population sparked greater interest in classroom 






strategies appeared to generate increased interest in the classroom with not only African 
American male population but with all students.   
  The climate in most of the classrooms was inclusive of learning and good 
teaching.  The students appeared to be comfortable in their learning environment.  Most 
students were enthusiastic about learning from teachers that appeared energetic and 
passionate about teaching this population of students.   
 The researcher also noticed rigor posters in mostly every classroom, which is an 
expectation on the main campus in all classes.  Rigor posters are posted in all classes to 
emphasize the difficulty of the subject material.  The researcher noticed that many of the 
same expectations held on the main campus were held consistently throughout the Lake 
School.  The researcher noticed increased engagement when the population of students 
highlighted in this study were allowed to interact with the teacher as well as with other 
students to verbalize their thoughts.   
Summary of Findings by Parent Interviews 
 Analysis of the parent interview data revealed that parent involvement was a 
common concern regarding academic achievement.  Eighty-five percent of the 
respondents believed that they are involved in their son’s school experience because they 
are close to their sons and talk about school often.  Also, 31% of respondents reported 
that they are very involved, not necessarily in the school, but at home and through 
consistent interaction with their sons about school.  Sixty percent showed that they did 
not feel invited into the school process, while 39% reported that there are plenty of 
opportunities to be involved though they are not as involved in the school as they would 




 The data from parent respondents further indicated that communication was a 
common concern regarding parent involvement to support academic achievement.  Sixty 
percent believed that teachers communicated and were responsive to their inquiries 
pertaining to their sons; however, 40% believed that the teachers could be more 
communicative before the problem became a bigger issue. 
   Eighty-five percent divulged that they communicate with the teachers via email 
because time is often a factor and email is quicker.  Parents often noted that they often 
have difficulty getting to the school to speak with the teachers in person.  Fifteen percent 
indicated a preference with the telephone as a primary method of communication.
 Further, data indicated that parents would like teachers to devote more individual 
time with this population of students.  They feel this is necessary because this population 
of students is misunderstood and that the teachers appear to have limited knowledge with 
what African American males are experiencing as distinct group.  Thirty-two percent 
showed that this group has very limited interaction with the teachers and required 
stronger connections to their teachers.  Sixty-eight percent revealed that students have a 
stronger connection with those teachers that open their room for them during breaks to 
come in and eat, talk, and use the computers to catch up on work.  Twenty-three percent 
believed that their sons trust and have a strong connection with their teachers.   
  Thirty-one percent disclosed that there are teachers that encourage and motivate 
the students.  In these classrooms, the males are usually excited about their experiences 
and eager to share those experiences about school with their parents.  Additionally, data 
further revealed that 30% believed that a closer relationship with their teachers would 






classroom.  Forty percent of the teachers also indicated that respect is necessary in 
creating a more comfortable learning environment for this population, therefore 





Chapter 5: Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations  
Statement of the Problem 
African American male students are placed in alternative high school programs 
because of low grade point averages, limited credits for graduation, and poor behavior.  
Research data and school records note that these students continue to have difficulty 
progressing academically in high school and do not conform to classroom norms.  The 
difficulties that these students experience contribute to the challenges teachers in public 
high schools face in their attempt to sustain a classroom environment conducive to 
learning.  Based on the dropout rates of African American males, teachers appear to have 
difficulty altering their instructional methods to correlate with the learning needs and 
behavioral styles present in the classroom for these youth.  Such challenges may limit 
many teachers from providing effective learning environments that might lead to high 
achievement for African American males.   
Research points to the notion that teachers may have limited exposure to the 
African American community outside of the classroom and may not be as experienced 
with their cultural differences, often exacerbating the cultural mismatch between teacher 
and student (Milner, 2007).  Milner’s study examined the perceptions specific to these 
students in the school environment and how those perceptions correlate to their cultural 
nuances and inhibit the academic success of these students.   
Students are more successful about school when their parents are actually 
involved in their schooling experiences.  Theorists consistently indicate that limited 
parent involvement may contribute to the low academic achievement of the African 






participation (Fields-Smith, 2005; Trotman, 2001; Witherspoon, 2000).  Obstacles 
include previous negative interactions with school officials, perceptions of unequal 
treatment based on race, inconsistent cultural values, as well as their inability to know 
and understand exactly how to assist their children in their academics (McKay, Adkins, 
Hawkins Brown, & Lynn, 2003; Rowley, Lumas & Meeta,  2010). 
Purpose of the Study 
 The dual purpose of this study is to (a) investigate teacher perceptions and their 
ability to provide best learning environments for African American male high school 
students in an alternative program, and (b) investigate the perceptions of African 
American parents whose male children attend the alternative school. 
 This study investigated teacher and parent perceptions of African American male 
students in an alternative high school program.  The methods utilized by these teachers in 
the Lake School may provide insight as to what works best for these students in the 
classroom setting.  Specifically, this study examined the perceptions teachers have about 
overall student motivation, ability, and classroom actions as well as how parent 
participation is incorporated in the learning process.  This study also investigated parent 
perceptions of their students’ academic success in an alternative program, because parent 
involvement is important to academic achievement of their children. 
  The intent of the study was to provide the educational community serving this 
population with (a) insights into teacher and parent perceptions of the educational 
experiences of at-risk African American males, and (b) insight into students’ educational 
experiences through the perspective of their teachers and parents.  This study also sought 




environments for African American male students and parent perceptions of their 
educational involvement with their sons and their teachers.  
Research Methodology  
The research methodologies used to accomplish the goals of this study were 
quantitative and qualitative with a grounded approach used to analyze qualitative data.  
To achieve the purpose of this study, multiple sources of data were used, such as student 
data, interviews, and observations.  This approach provided the most detailed, in-depth 
data necessary to develop a better understanding of the research study.   
The researcher used more than one method of data collection to triangulate the 
data and to increase the credibility and validity of the results.  To achieve the purpose of 
this study, secondary data sources from the Lake School administrator and data 
processing clerk were collected during the months of March, April, May, and June 2010.  
Student data included the fall and spring grade point average and attendance rates which 
are collected annually based on race, gender, and grade level to access school progress.  
Descriptive statistics were used to analyze secondary data sources from the Lake School.  
The data were separated by fall and spring semesters and averaged and compared to 
determine student improvement.   
The researcher reviewed collected data focusing on student demographics, 
attendance, and grade point averages of the students.  This offered the researcher 
additional insight regarding previous academic histories of this population; including 
patterns of grade point averages, attendance, and so forth.   
Parents and teachers were provided the opportunity to share their experiences and 






structured in-depth interviews of teachers and parents were conducted to study 
implications, significant statements, and themes.  During each recorded interview, the 
researcher also took copious notes during the interview.  The researcher compared and 
cross checked with the various data collection methods by comparing the viewpoints of 
parents and teachers.  The researcher also compared what teachers displayed in their 
classrooms during observations versus what was shared with the researcher during 
interviews.   
  The researcher interviewed 18 teachers and 13 parent respondents using semi-
structured interviews that varied in duration from 30 minutes to 45 minutes.  Each 
participant answered 10 open-ended questions.  Interviews were digitally recorded and 
transcribed for accuracy.  Each interview was downloaded onto a CD.  Three doctoral 
colleagues from Pepperdine University’s Graduate School of Education and Psychology 
were trained by the principal researcher to code the data using an open coding method.  
Field notes were also used to record the authentic perceptions of the phenomenon 
being studied.  Field notes were recorded in written form by the principal researcher 
during the five classroom observations, specifically in the classrooms of the teacher 
respondents interviewed in this study, as well as during informal conversations with 
program staff.   
Summary of Significant Findings 
The data explored in this study provide the education community with insight into 
various problems that occur in the classroom with African American male students.  Four 




sources in this study.  The four major themes were: student motivation, adaptable 
teaching strategies, communication, and parent partnership.   
Teacher’s interviews along with researcher observations in this study revealed 
that American male students are highly unmotivated in the classroom and appear to be 
disinterested in educational pursuits, making it to increasingly difficult in keeping this 
group engaged in the classroom.  Forty-five percent of the teacher respondents reported 
that the biggest challenge they face with this population is their lack of interest and 
motivation in the school experience, and 44% of the teacher respondents added that they 
experience great difficulty keeping them actively engaged in the classroom.   
The study further pointed out that African American male students are highly 
pressured by outside influences.  Fifty percent of the respondents indicated that peer 
group was a major element pertaining to classroom performance with the majority 
focused on scholarly pursuits.   
Findings from this study also showed that African American males exhibited low 
self-esteem in the academic environment.  Eighty-five percent of the teachers interviewed 
reported that low self-esteem was a contributing factor affecting classroom performance 
was based on limited positive academic encouragement during the formative years.  
However, with in their own social contexts, their self-esteem appears to be very high 
among their peers.   
Adaptable teaching strategies emerged as the second theme.  Teachers reported 
that they had to modify their teaching strategies in order to achieve increased student 






altering their teaching strategies helps to keep these students engaged and further 
indicated that these students prefer more verbal and kinesthetic learning activities.   
Coinciding with the previous theme teachers and parents reported that a more 
comfortable caring atmosphere in the classroom for this group may yield greater learning 
outcomes.  Forty percent of the parents interviewed indicated that respect is necessary in 
creating a more comfortable environment for their sons, and 55% of teachers indicated 
that student comfort is paramount in creating a positive learning environment and that 
they try to provide a trusting environment in their classroom.   
    Communication also emerged as an important theme for teachers and parent 
responders; however, the data showed contrasting points.  Although respondents from 
both groups reported that communication was important in the educational process, 60% 
of the teacher respondents reported that teachers were responsive in communicating with 
parents.  Yet, 40% of parents indicated that they wished that teachers were quicker to 
contact them when a problem first happened rather than waiting until the issue became 
more severe.   
Teachers and parents reported their preferred method of communication.  The 
most preferred method of communication by both teachers and parents was School Loop 
email.  The study revealed that 66% of the teachers’ preferred School Loop email, while 
62% of the parents preferred the same.  Thirty-four percent of teachers preferred calling 
parents by phone, while 38% of the parent respondents reported a preference for using 
the telephone to communicate about their sons. 
Collaboration among staff emerged as an important theme in this study.  Teachers 




needs of this unique population of students.  Home visits made by the at-risk counselors 
facilitate this collaboration.  However, only 16% of the teachers had ever participated in a 
home visit, although 88% believed that the home visits were very helpful in looking 
beyond what the student presented in the classroom.  Counselors communicate with 
teachers and administrators often to share challenges that may be happening with the 
families in the home that may affect classroom performance.   
Parent partnership emerged as the fourth theme.  Parent partnership was a concern 
for teacher and parent respondents alike.  Eighty-eight percent of the teachers reported 
that parents are not as involved as they should be but when they reached out to them via 
email or phone call, parents did respond.  Parent responders reported that they were 
involved in the school experience of their sons; however, these parents did not feel as if 
they were welcomed into the school to participate.  Conversely, 60% of the parent 
responders reported that although there were many opportunities to participate in the 
school, they did not feel invited into the educational environment.    
Conclusions 
 As previously noted, these students were placed in this setting based on their 
inability to maintain a grade point average at or above a 2.0.  The reader should be aware 
that the perspectives indicated in this study may not be representative of the total 
population of teachers and parents of all African American males.  The conclusions and 
recommendations gathered from this study are entirely based on data obtained in this 
study of one school.  Therefore, based on the findings of the study, the following seven 






Conclusion 1.  African American male students demonstrated negative attitudes 
toward their academic performance in school.  The biggest challenge teachers in this 
study reported pertaining to this population is their apparent lack of motivation about 
school.  Forty-five percent of the respondents reported that this group of students are 
highly unmotivated and simply don’t care about an education.  School is not high on their 
students’ list of priorities.  These teacher responses revealed that their African-American 
male students appear to be disinterested about learning and getting a good education.    
Teacher respondents in this study also revealed that peer influence is a 
determining factor on how this group performs in the classroom.  Interview data from 
teacher respondents showed that these students do not care to appear scholarly in the 
classroom because they may appear un-cool in the presence of their peer group.   
One teacher stated: 
I don’t necessarily think it’s looked highly upon in their peer group to be a 
brainiac or nerdy.  I believe that they like to feel successful and feel good about 
themselves when they are brainy but I don’t really think they’re allowed to brag 
about that kind of success very often.  We try to do that in our program so that 
they know that it is okay to be successful in school.  Unfortunately, outside of the 
classroom they are not very encouraged to brag about their success in school.  
(Respondent 7, personal communication, April 7, 2010) 
 Ogbu (2003) coined the term cool pose, and explained that these students perceive being 
scholarly as acting White. They are not considered cool if they are perceived as being 
intelligent in school.  As mentioned in the literature review, Gay (2000) indicates that 




encourage effective teaching in the classroom.  According to Irvine and Armento (2001) 
learning environments that resemble White middle-class standards of learning create a 
misunderstanding of the curriculum for the African American male student there, 
contributing to the achievement gap.   
 Teachers also indicated that because of their low level of motivation, keeping this 
group engaged is very difficult and that they must consistently discover new and 
innovated methods to keep them interested.  Teachers also reported that these students  
feel most comfortable when they can talk about subject matter that they can relate to and 
have a personal connection.  Referencing non-academic subjects that are of interest to 
these students appear to ignite interest in the classroom for these students.  Teachers who 
have the ability to bring in current meaningful issues of specific interest for these students 
and weave those issues together with academic subject matter are able to promote more 
constant motivation for these students.   
Conclusion 2.  At-risk African-American male students become engaged in 
verbal and kinesthetic activities.  Keeping these students actively engaged in classroom 
discussions keeps them engaged in the classroom.  Students in this study appeared to be 
interested in the subject matter when they were able to manipulate information in a 
physical way.  These opportunities allowed students to discover information 
independently in the classroom.  They appeared to enjoy classroom activities that allowed 
or required them to get up and move around; as well as being given many opportunities to 
work in small groups with their peers.   
 Findings revealed that African American male learning styles are distinct.  






teaching.  Teachers should take into account the specific learning styles of African 
American male students to be effective with this group; their teaching styles should be 
altered to the preferred style of learning of the student (Kendall, 1996).   
Teachers in this study indicated that these students have a more verbal and 
kinesthetic style of learning.  African American male students need to get up and move 
around more often as well as engage in more verbal interaction in the classroom.  One 
respondent indicated the following: “African American males like more verbal 
interaction and I teach it too them verbally, too.  They like to talk about it.  For me it’s 
like choral response.”  (Respondent 20, personal communication, April 1, 2010).   
Thirty-eight percent of the teachers also reported that they must match their 
teaching style to the preferred learning style of these students to spark interest in these 
students.  According to the Kendall (1996), the responsibility relies heavily on the teacher 
to determine the preferred learning style of their students and alter their teaching style to 
meet the learner where he is to increase learning outcomes in the classroom.  Another 
respondent added: 
I think the African American male that tends to be in an at risk situation needs a 
different modality of learning.  I would say that the Black males in this program 
definitely need to be able to verbalize and move around; they are very kinesthetic 
and visual.  They are not always very auditory and is probably the same for most 
male students across the board.  (Respondent 2, personal communication, March 
31, 2010) 
Durodye and Hildreth (1995), assert that the opinions and perceptions of these 




limited understanding of the cultural behaviors of these students may lead to a 
misinterpretation of their performance in the classroom.  They may view these students as 
insolent or possibly even learning disabled.   
Thompson (2007) indicated that teachers should become familiar with the culture 
of these students to then determine their preferred learning styles.  Teachers should 
complement those learning preferences by utilizing teaching styles that promote the best 
learning outcomes for these students.   
Conclusion 3.  At-risk African American male students exhibit low self-esteem 
when required to perform academically in school.  Eighty-five percent of teacher 
respondents reported that low self-esteem was a factor as being particularly challenging 
with these students in the classroom.  Teacher respondent noted that they observe these 
students as having low self-esteem when they are encouraged to perform academically. 
“I know that all students at this age struggle with self-esteem, but with this group 
whatever is going on and whatever dynamics are happening in the home, at school, 
impact the learning in the classroom”  (Respondent 4, personal communication, April 1, 
2010).  Teachers also pointed out that student self-esteem appears in tact when they are 
required to perform tasks that do not involve academic performance, for instance 
socializing with their peer group.   
The research indicates that because these students have experienced negative 
feedback early in their academic history, those images continue to be apparent in high 
school.  These negative experiences often lead these students to succumb to a self-
fulfilling prophecy or a perception of not being very scholarly, because they were never 






environment shapes ones beliefs about themselves; therefore, if these students have only 
been exposed to negative perceptions, these perceptions will carry over and their self-
esteem will suffer and lead to lower academic achievement.  One teacher reported the 
following:  
I think too many times these kids don’t believe in themselves as students.  I don’t 
believe that they have been encouraged enough academically and they’re bringing 
that baggage with them, and it’s really difficult to overcome by the time we see 
them at the high school level.  It’s such a huge wall, furthermore, what many of 
them are seeing out on the streets, the way our culture is right now, they’re just so 
many things I think that are going against them.  (Respondent 3, personal 
communication, April 1, 2010) 
 African-American male students tend to clown around in class to minimize the 
importance of academics because of their past negative academic outcomes.  The 
stereotype threat model developed by Steele (1992, 1997) indicates that previous negative 
stereotypes experienced by their lack of academic capability have caused these students 
to suffer from anxiety of school performance.  African American male students are very 
hesitant to participate in classroom activities for fear of appearing dumb or stupid, 
consequently they attempt to take the pressure off themselves from an academic level and 
pretend that they are not concerned with school.   
 Pedro Noguera (2000), indicates that African American people in general are in 
fear of racial inferiority and that from as early as first grade through graduate school they 




their competence.  According to Noguera’s theory, students within this population 
withdraw from academia to relieve anxiety in the classroom. 
Conclusion 4.  Collaboration among the primary stakeholders—teachers, site 
administrator, and parents—is a key to providing additional opportunities to discuss 
various student issues and to connect with students.  Teacher interviews and researcher 
observations in this study noted that collaborating with colleagues helped to determine 
difficulties in other classes as well as issues in the home.  Findings revealed in this study 
showed that consultation facilitates a general understanding of the whole student.  One 
teacher respondent stated the following: 
During passing periods we talk, lunch we talk, before and after school we talk.  So 
that, I think is something that’s really positive about the Lake School.  And when 
I tell my kids, “Oh, you know, I hear you’re getting a “D” in English class.”  The 
kid will say, “how do you know that?”  I’ll say, “You guys, we talk.  We talk all 
the time.  We know what you’re doing in other classes.”  And I think the kids are 
really surprised at that, but then they know that we care and are looking out for 
them.  We are trying to do the best for them.  (Respondent 12, personal 
communication, April 14, 2010) 
  Teachers noted that the weekly Monday meetings facilitated by the site 
administrator provided an opportunity for teachers to discuss students as well as share 
ideas and techniques that other colleagues used that generated successful outcomes.  
According to the literature, exceptional educational leadership includes an all-inclusive 






administrator provided vital information regarding specific disciplinary issues that could 
be problematic to the Lake School as a whole.   
 Additional findings revealed that home visits completed by the at-risk counselors 
were regarded as extremely valuable to the Lake School.  Although, 88% of the teacher 
respondents indicated that they had not participated in a home visit with the Lake School 
at risk counselor, they valued the visits and indicated that the counselors are very good at 
sharing information with them regarding their visits.  Teachers indicated that the 
information was often helpful in gaining perspective on the students’ challenges both in 
the classroom and challenges in the home.   
 Research indicates that home visits by school personnel increases academic 
achievement, reduces disciplinary problems, and improves parent participation in the 
educational process (Hiatt-Michael & Purrington, 2007).  Home visits also aid in school 
personnel having a greater understanding of cultural differences (Hiatt-Michael, 2010).   
Conclusion 5.  Teachers of at-risk African-American males possess limited 
knowledge regarding the student’s home life, peer culture, and how to engage these 
students.  In this study, 70% of the teacher respondents indicated that personal knowledge 
of the African American male culture is limited.  Respondents shared that they are 
interested in increasing their knowledge of their student’s cultural background; however, 
there are very few opportunities to gain this understanding.  One respondent said the 
following: 
I think I could do a lot better.  I wish I could go to each one of their homes.  I 




know about your child that would help me be a better teacher.  (Respondent 4, 
personal communication, April 1, 2010) 
Twenty percent of the teachers interviewed believed that they have a great deal of 
knowledge of this culture because of their previous experiences with this group, and 44% 
of these respondents reported that they often include certain aspects of their students’ 
cultural traditions in the classroom in an effort to provide a frame of reference to help 
students gain a better understanding of the concept being taught.  Curriculum rich in 
African American culture creates significance for these students.  African American 
males tend to blossom during classroom discussions when teachers weave aspects of their 
culture into the lesson (Boykin & Bailey, 2000; Ellison et al., 2000; Grant & Ladson-
Billings, 1997; Jackson, 2005).  One teacher indicated the following:  
When I am teaching a history lesson, I try to incorporate how minorities 
contributed during the era I am teaching.  They really pay attention and seem to 
have a thirst for learning about how their people contributed to our world. 
(Respondent 7, personal communication, April 1, 2010) 
 Theorists highlighted in the literature review believe that including a students’ 
specific cultural traditions in the classroom is a method that empowers students 
intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart 
knowledge, skills and attitudes (Bennett, 2001; Foster, 1997; Irvine & Armento, 2001; 
Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995; Nieto, 1999).   
Another teacher indicated the following:   
 
Many of my students have disliked Math their entire lives because of what 






when I break it down in terms they understand and make it situational to things 
happening in their life, it makes it easier for them to understand and when they get 
it the light goes on in their brain.  (Respondent 10, personal communication, April 
20, 2010)  
 Respondents indicated in interviews and as observed by the researcher that 
including material familiar to the students allows them to make those connections thereby 
increasing the learning objective.  While observing a modern world history class the 
researcher observed that the teacher was giving a lesson on totalitarianism and the teacher 
used an example from the movie The Lion King to teach the students about how Adolf 
Hitler turned on his own people and manipulated the Germans.  This connection to the 
Lion King appeared to spark interest and stimulate discussion.   
Conclusion 6.  Parents of at-risk African-American males felt a communication 
disconnect with teachers related to frequency, timing, and quality.  Interaction between 
African American parents and teachers need to be examined related to parent 
involvement.  Parent-teacher interaction was a concern for nearly all respondents.  
Seventy-six percent of all parent respondents and 88% of all teacher respondents believed 
that communication is very important in maintaining student achievement in the 
classroom. However, respondents expressed very different concerns regarding the level, 
timing, and frequency of communication and involvement.  Teacher respondents revealed 
that overall parent involvement for this population was low to non-existent unless they 
(the teacher) made the effort to communicate.  However teachers did report that when 
they do initiate contact the parents appear appreciative and often follow through with 




I think that parents do appreciate being contacted.  They want to be in the loop.  I 
don’t understand why they don’t initiate contact with schoolloop available. Why 
don’t they consistently check it, at least weekly and then inquire when things are 
going wrong” (Respondent 7, personal communication, April 12, 2010) 
 In contrast, 60% of the parents interviewed did not feel that they were welcomed 
into their children’s education.  They indicated that there were many opportunities to 
participate but that they just did not feel comfortable or welcomed into the process.  “I 
feel like I am bothering the teacher when I call.  They always seem to be in a hurry and 
try to rush me off the phone.”  (Respondent H, personal communication, April 29, 2010) 
 Parent involvement has been correlated to consistent success in school at every 
grade level (Hill & Craft, 2003; Jimerson et. al., 1999; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Ogbu, 2003; 
Westmoreland et al., 2009; Yan, 1999).  Research consistently points to the fact that 
African American parents are not as involved as their Caucasian counterparts (Abdul-
Adil & Farmer, 2006; Ogbu, 2003).  Researchers’ found that educators assume that the 
limited involvement in their childrens’ education is due to their indifference toward the 
importance of education (Lopez, 2001; Thompson et al., 2004).  However, the literature 
indicates that these parents want to be more a part of their children’s education but 
believe that the school should invite them to be a part of the educational process (Benson 
& Martin, 2003; Chavkin & Williams, 1993; Hiatt-Michael, 2010; Westmoreland et al., 
2009).  These very different belief systems between teachers and parents create a division 
between home and school (Lareau & Horvat, 1999).   
Additional communication between parents and teachers is of paramount importance to 






that teachers would contact them before a major problem occurred.  One parent 
commented: 
Sometimes I can’t get to the computer all the time to check school loop and when 
I do he is so far in the hole with missing assignments that he gets frustrated and 
then he can’t get caught up!  If only they (teachers) would have called me to let 
me know sooner when he missed the first few assignments, we could have 
stopped a bigger problem.  (Parent A, personal communication, April 10, 2010) 
Conclusion 7.  Teachers and parents perceive that students need to feel a sense of 
trust with their teachers to develop positive relationships with teachers.  These students 
also appear to feel more respected in the classroom when there is a positive teacher-
student relationship. One respondent stated:   
Students need to know that they are trusted and respected.  For instance, in my 
class, if someone needs to go to the restroom, they can always go.  I don’t suspect 
that they are going to abuse the privilege because we have built that level of trust.  
They need to know that they’re really really important to me and that if we break 
trust in our relationship, it means something.  (Respondent 11, personal 
communication April 14, 2010) 
Positive relationships with teachers help these students achieve more comfort in the 
classroom.   
Studies have shown that during secondary school, adolescents need positive 
encouragement from their teachers, and studies have shown that teachers fail to offer this 
kind of encouragement to African American males (Newman et al., 2007).  With this 




community. This connection includes closer relationships with teachers, administrators, 
as well as other staff members on campus (Fredricks et al., 2004).  Additionally, students 
who are engaged in the school environment are very motivated, leading to higher 
academic outcomes. 
 Gibson (2001), examined student-teacher relationships in a school in Bronx, New 
York and found that teachers who were willing to develop deeper relationships with their 
students had fewer negative school experiences.  Student reports indicated that they 
connected with the teachers who knew how to keep it real.   
 Thirty-three percent of the teacher responders believed that building relationships 
with students was key in achieving a level of comfort and trust for these students in the 
classroom.  One teacher stated the following: 
I work really hard at cultivating a trusting environment.  Students must feel that 
they can trust you, and with these kids they can smell a fake a mile away, so there 
has got to be equality and fairness across the board regardless of their gender or 
race.  There also has to be humor, you have to be able to make your kids laugh at 
you.  (Respondent 12, personal communication, April 14, 2010) 
Thirty-two percent of the parent responders interviewed indicated that their 
students did not have enough one-on-one time with their teachers and that their child did 
not fully trust their teachers.  One parent commented: “He (her son) felt that in certain 
subjects, I’ll say that Math was really difficult, he felt that he didn't get enough one-on-
one by there being so many students.  He didn't feel comfortable asking questions.”  






 Parent responders were very specific in that they felt that teachers did not really 
understand what young African American men had to go through and wished that they 
could understand more so that they would be able to develop closer bonds with these 
young men.  One parent indicated: 
My son has told me that he wishes that his teachers were a little bit more 
understanding.  He feels that they’re not as open as he would like to be where he 
feels okay with going to them and letting them know how he feels.  (Parent F, 
personal communication, April 4, 2010) 
Teachers who develop positive relationships with their students create a sense of 
community in the classroom that encourages students to do their best.   
Recommendations for Practice 
Cowan (1994, p. 4) stated, “It takes a village to raise a child.” This researcher, 
African American parents, principals, teachers, and community leaders had similar 
expectations and methods for educating African American students before desegregation.  
Teachers and other school personnel often visited the homes of their students and spent 
quality time together with them and were considered by students to be extended family 
(Fields-Smith, 2005).  Teachers routinely invited parents and extended family members 
to be a part of the educational environment.  Therefore, the responsibility of educating 
these students became the responsibility of the community.  Consequently, the whole 
student should be considered in any attempts to provide a positive experience for them in 
the education system.   
Reducing the achievement gap for the Black male students will require educators 




classrooms.  The manner in which teachers view African American male students will 
need to change to promote productive learning outcomes in the classroom.  There should 
be a general understanding that educators hold certain stereotypes where these students 
are concerned, and work toward changing those perceptions.  Classroom environments 
will need to be altered to accommodate these students while bringing forth an 
understanding of their distinct learning differences.  Considering the prior conclusions, 
the following recommendations are presented.   
Recommendation 1.  This study recommends that teachers should use teaching 
methods in the classroom that motivate African American male students.  There is an 
immediate need for educators to understand and learn various techniques on how to 
motivate African American male students.  Teachers may begin to learn techniques for 
greater learning outcomes with these students by becoming more familiar with their 
cultural background and personal experiences.  Teachers should allow these students to 
share personal life experiences that relate to classroom discussions.  These students tend 
to be more attentive and willing to participate when the subject matter can be related to 
previous experiences that are specific to their cultural experiences.   
Collaborating with colleagues who are more knowledgeable and who have 
achieved success with these students would be helpful in learning more about the specific 
differences of these students.  School districts should offer incentives to master teachers 
to hold in-service trainings for teachers who lack experience in this area.   
Literature indicates that teachers must provide African American students with 
high quality instruction that is culturally responsive to promote desired learning (Moje & 






challenging students is cited in current literature (Peske & Haycock, 2006).  Teaching 
styles should be matched to the distinct learning styles of the African American male.  
These students respond to more kinesthetic and verbal styles of learning.  These specific 
styles of learning allow for more movement in the classroom, including hands on 
activities, and should be utilized whenever possible.  Teachers should also have more 
whole and small group discussion as well, whenever possible.   
   Thompson (2007), theorized that teaching styles should be a combination of 
academic as well as life skill learning opportunities based on “cultural values and beliefs” 
(p. 41).  Teachers should use real life experiences of these students to encourage 
engagement in the lesson as well as provide a frame of reference in order to better 
understand the material being presented.    
 Students need to understand that being successful in school does not define their 
coolness.  According to Ogbu (2003), these students believe that appearing scholarly 
threatens their perceived Blackness and are accused by their peers of acting White when 
they appear too intellectual in the classroom.  Students should be encouraged early in 
their educational career that a good education is a requirement not an option, so that those 
beliefs carry on throughout their educational experience.   
Recommendation 2.  The study recommends that teachers become aware of the 
effects of low self-esteem of African American males and how their esteem manifests in 
the classroom.  Teachers can learn more about how the self-esteem of these students 
inhibits their classroom learning by working together with parents and families.  Teachers 
often mistake these nuances and characterize them as being underachievers and 




attributes of the students.  A study done by Ogbu (2003), found that the positive 
perceptions held by teachers were consistent with how the students viewed themselves.  
Teachers should refrain from internalizing previous negative reports or opinions from 
experiences, other colleagues and staff may have had with these students.  Zander and 
Zander (2000) talk about giving an A.  Giving an A to each student at the beginning of the 
year not only allows the student a clean slate, but this practice also allows the teacher an 
opportunity to transform their way of thinking about the student.  Teachers should begin 
their relationship with this group of students with an objective, respectful, positive view.  
There should be no preconceived notions about how these students will progress based on 
their prior academic shortcomings.  Teachers should recognize all students as scholars, 
keeping the academic expectations of their success very high.  Partnering with the parents 
to learn more about their children will facilitate this process.  Teachers should initiate 
contact with the families of these students prior to the beginning of the school year.  This 
will not only allow the teacher to learn additional information specific to each student but 
will also provide an additional opportunity to begin the relationship building with the 
student as well as with the family.   
 While most students are plagued by school anxiety, African American male 
students are affected to the point that they are very hesitant to engage in classroom 
activities (Majors & Billson, 1992; Ogbu, 1992; Steele, 1992, 1997).  These students are 
so in fear of being teased by their peers and giving the appearance of being stupid that 
they often withdraw to mask their academic shortcomings (Noguera, 2000).  Teachers 
should intervene immediately if other students in the classroom are mocking or making 






Recommendation 3.  The study recommends that schools engage in an all-
inclusive approach to support African American male students.  School administrators 
should model positive attitudes regarding African American male students to ensure that 
their staff maintains the same mindset concerning these students (Thompson, 2004 p. 28).   
 In this study, many of the teachers interviewed remarked how the administrator 
and at-risk counselors kept the lines of communication open regarding the many 
challenges these students were experiencing both at home and in school.  Teachers should 
be provided with ample opportunities to collaborate with administrators and other 
colleagues and staff on campus.  Consistent communication among all staff will help to 
keep an account of the challenges these students are experiencing that may have negative 
effects on their progress in the classroom.  Administrators should facilitate frequent 
meetings with staff to keep all informed of current issues with these students.  Teachers 
should also be provided with ample opportunities to collaborate and share ideas with their 
colleagues about what works and what is not working in their classrooms.   
School officials should also establish an African American parent group focusing 
on the particular needs of African American students.  Parent nights specific to this 
population will also encourage greater parent participation.  African American parents 
who are involved in the school process should be encouraged to facilitate, which will 
provide a platform for these parents to share their successes as well as failures with other 
African American parents while proving a comfortable place to discuss their specific 
concerns regarding their students’ educational success. 
Schools should also be encouraged to provide various cultural awareness events 




These nights can be an opportunity for school staff to embrace the culture of this 
population to initiate a more comfortable community atmosphere.  Quarterly informal 
socials would also be effective to solidify family relationships in an effort to maintain 
contact as well as to encourage consistent parent involvement in the school.   
School leaders should also consider working with outside non-school 
organizations such as churches, businesses, and community outreach centers where 
African American parents are frequently found.  Involving these families must be a 
comprehensive effort with an attempt at serving multiple needs of the family.  There is a 
strong need for parents to be involved in their students’ education.   
 Recommendation 4.  This study recommends that schools provide opportunities 
for all staff to become educated in the cultural nuances of African American male 
students.  The Brown v. Board of Education addressed moving students to alternate 
environments to provide African American students with a perceived better education; 
however, the legislation did not account for training for those teachers who were 
unfamiliar with the learning and cultural differences of these students (Cose, 2004; Peske 
& Haycock, 2006).  Teachers should incorporate a basic understanding of the African 
American experience to encourage student interest and learning in the classroom 
(Bennett, 2001; Foster, 1997; Irvine, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 1999).   
Teachers should be provided with ample opportunities to participate in staff 
development and in-service trainings to understand and learn about the distinct culture of 
African American males to facilitate increased learning potential.  Schools sites should 
arrange for in-service trainings to be conducted at the school.  If school district staff 






consultants should be used to facilitate quarterly in-service trainings for teachers and 
staff.  For example, schools could enlist the assistance of current educators in the district 
who have experienced success in boosting the academic success of African American 
students in their classrooms.  In addition, school districts should contract with educational 
consulting firms specializing in the achievement of African American male students that 
incorporate teaching strategies, current and historical information that pertain to their 
unique cultural heritage.  School districts can also consult with teacher training colleges 
and universities to insure appropriate course pedagogy in race and culture.   
Staff development trainings prior to the beginning of the school year would be 
highly beneficial in supporting these students in the classroom as well as outside of the 
classroom in an effort to facilitate cohesion.  Teachers should also be given multiple 
opportunities to attend off site conferences that specifically address the exceptional needs 
of these students.   
Recommendation 5.  This study recommends strong school-parent connections.  
Schools should reach out to parents to facilitate participation in the educational process.  
Research supports the idea that parent involvement in the school is linked to long-term 
school success (Hill & Craft, 2003; Jimerson et al., 1999; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Ogbu, 
2003; Westmoreland et al., 2009; Yan, 1999).  Research indicates that educators may 
have mistaken assumptions about the reasons for their perceived lack of involvement in 
their students’ education.  African American parents are often resistant to become 
involved in the school because of their own memories of negative experiences in school.  
Their lack of participation may stem from past perceptions of discrimination, limited 




Historically, African American parents have placed high value on the educational 
attainment of their children (Kunjufu, 2008).  Unfortunately, current research reveals that 
African American parents are not as involved as their Caucasian counterparts (Abdul-
Adil & Farmer, 2006; Ogbu, 2003).   
 The perception of African American parents is that the school should invite them 
into the educational environment to participate in the education of their children.  To 
encourage African American families to become more involved in their children’s 
education at the school site, school administrators should facilitate focus groups, forums, 
small group discussions, and informal conversations within the African American 
communities.  Parents’ should repeatedly be provided with various opportunities to be 
invited into the process.   
Parent collaboration should also be highly encouraged.  Traditionally, African 
American parents have been highly involved in the education of their children and 
understood achieving a good education as an opportunity to advance their economic 
status (Burlew, 1975; Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Ford 1993; Graham, 1994).  
Mandara (2006) found that when African American parents are enthusiastically involved 
in their son’s education at home and school the likelihood of their academic pursuits is 
greatly increased specifically when teachers perceive high parental engagement.  
However, when schools were desegregated, parents became hesitant to participate for 
fear of being unwelcome by school staff.   
African American parents often invited teachers to their homes to share a meal 
with the family, which was considered an honor.  Teachers were held in the very highest 






parent expectations (Fields-Smith, 2005).  In this study, it was shown that home visits 
have been helpful in bridging the gap between home and school.  Home visits have been 
connected to greater parent school communication, which have increased staff 
understanding of the difference in lifestyle that some of these students experience.  Home 
visits should be a routine occurrence for not only at-risk counselors but for teachers and 
administrators alike (Allen & Tracy, 2004).  Counselors along with teachers should 
schedule initial home visits before the first day of school to establish communication 
between home and school to share academic expectations and to begin developing 
rapport between home and school.   
   By visiting the homes of these students prior to the beginning of the school year, 
school staff will have greater success in understanding these families and their 
expectations for their children.  These visits will further assist in facilitating closer 
relationships with the families as well as providing additional opportunities to inform 
families on current information regarding scheduled school events for these parents to 
participate in PTA, back-to-school night, open house, and so forth.   
Recommendation 6.  School leaders should also work with their staff in 
retraining their thinking about traditional methods of involvement.  Parent involvement in 
schools extends beyond attending PTA meetings, open houses, and back-to-school nights.  
The definition of parent involvement has been broadened to include the perceptions of 
African American parents and their views of involvement.  For example, Chavkin and 
Williams (1993), conducted a study on low-income African American parents of sixth 
and eighth graders, in which 86% reported that they helped with homework, whereas 6% 




involved may sometimes be limited to making sure that their children have appropriate 
supplies, ensuring that their children arrive at school on time, or supporting them at home 
with their homework (Chavkin, 1993).  In this study parents believed that they were very 
involved in their children’s schooling by checking School Loop email often, as well as 
responding to teachers when they called or emailed about their children.   
Recommendation 7.   This study recommends relationship building with students 
outside of the classroom.  There is a strong need for African American male students to 
feel a connection with the school.  To accomplish this connection, teachers, 
administrators, and other staff members on campus should attempt to develop close 
relationships with these students.  Intensive social support of these students from positive 
teachers has been shown to generate higher academic outcomes for students (Corbett et 
al., 2002; Davis, 1999; Ferguson, 1998; Kunjufu, 2002; Rist, 1970; Valdes, 2001; 
Wentzel, 1997).  School staff should make a genuine effort to find out their students’ 
interests in an effort to connect with them.   
Schools should institute school-wide mentoring programs for these students to 
include: administrators, teachers, counselors, and recreation aids as mentors.  Schools 
should also develop programs that are specific to this population of students that 
incorporate various cultural and gender specific activities.  Leadership training and 
information regarding post-secondary options should be considered in the development of 
these groups.   
In this study, some of the teachers interviewed spoke of a Male Academy that was 






school wide mentoring program in conjunction with the academy, and many of the 
respondents indicated that they serve as mentors to some of the African American males. 
 Maintaining an open door policy during lunch and nutrition for students to come 
by and visit teachers, counselors and administrators will also help to facilitate 
relationship building and a feeling of being connected to the school.  Anderman (2002) 
and Finn (1989) suggest that grade point averages and graduation rates are significantly 
higher as a result of a feeling of being more connected to their school community.   
Recommendation 8.  This study recommends that all high schools consider a 
school within a school that serves a smaller population of students inclusive of support 
systems for high at-risk students.  The structure and increasing population of traditional 
high schools may often limit the ability for teachers to provide student centered 
instruction (Feldman, Lopez, & Simon, 2005).  Smaller school settings within larger 
schools that specifically focus on at-risk students offer a great deal of benefits for 
students and teachers alike.  Teaching and learning are more personalized to meet the 
specific needs of the learner (Ravitz, 2010).  School leaders should assess the specific 
needs of their comprehensive high school and work toward providing small learning 
communities to address the specific needs of at-risk students on their campus.   
Recommendations for Future Research in this Area   
 Future research in the area of academic success of the African American male 
students is warranted.  Although there is an extensive amount of literature and research 
focusing on struggling African American male students, there is minimal research found 
on the perspectives teachers have pertaining to these students in the classroom.   




1. Future research should examine parent and teacher perspectives of educating the 
African American male at all academic levels, as early as the preschool years. 
2.  Future research should also examine African American male students who are 
successful and are doing well in both the academic and social contexts.  Further 
research may assist educators and parents in applying some of the methods and or 
strategies utilized to promote academic success for other African American male 
students.   
3. Future research specific to the school examined in this study should address the 
African American males on the main campus to determine why they were able to 
succeed and complete the requirements necessary for freshman college admission.   
4. This study should be replicated in middle schools as well as elementary settings, 
specifically in those primary grades such as third grade when African American 
males are beginning to fall behind. 
5. Additionally, future research might consider the examination of African American 
male students in middle school, those that are struggling as well as those who are 
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I am a doctoral student at Pepperdine University in the program of Organizational 
Leadership.  I am interested in how teachers view the classroom experiences of students 
in alternative programs, primarily African American male students.  The purpose of my 
study is to research the various teaching, learning styles and interventions and how these 
variations result in greater academic achievement specific to these students.   
 
To conduct my research, I am requesting your permission to contact secondary teachers 
and administrators on your campus to determine their interest in interviewing with me 
concerning this topic.  All written materials will be confidential and pseudonyms will be 
used for each participant.   
 
If you are agreeable to my request to contact teachers and administrators at your site for 
their participation in this study, please sign the enclosed permission form and return it to 
me.  I am willing to answer any questions and can provide additional information 
pertaining to this study at any time.  Please feel free to contact via email 
Kimcjohn@yahoo.com or by cell phone (562) 235-5199.  I appreciate your consideration 














































Principal Investigator:  Kimberly Johnson 
 
Project Title: Teacher Perceptions of Classroom Experiences of African American Male 
Students in a High School Alternative Program 
 
I ___________________________________, consent to participate in the research study 
conducted by Kimberly Johnson, a doctorate student at Pepperdine University School of 
Education and Psychology under the supervision of Dr. Diana Hiatt-Michael.   
 
I understand that the purpose of this student is to examine the perceptions teachers have 
about African American Male classroom experiences.   
 
I understand that my participation in this study is because I am a teacher in an Alternative 
high school program and my participation in this study is strictly voluntary.  I also 
understand that I will be interviewed for approximately 30-60 minute and give consent to 
being audio taped.  I understand that my name, school name, program name or district 
name will not be used in the final document of this study.  In lieu of my name I will only 
be identified by a number assigned to me by the researcher.  If there is information on the 
tapes that may compromise my identity the researcher will block any and all information 
from the transcriptions and the interview documents.  All transcriptions will be retained 
by the researcher in a locked file cabinet in her home and destroyed upon completion of 
this study.   
 
I understand that I may withdraw my participation at any point of this study or refuse to 
answer any question if I become uncomfortable in anyway.  I understand that there is no 
payment for my participation and understand that there are no obvious risks to my 
participation in this study.   
 
If I have any questions or concerns regarding any part of this study, I will contact 
Kimberly Johnson, (562) 235-5199, Kimcjohn@yahoo.com.  If there are additional 
questions or concerns regarding this study, I will contact Dr. Diana Hiatt-Michael at 
Pepperdine University (310)568-5644.  If I have questions regarding my rights as a 
participant, I will contact Dr. Doug Leigh, chairperson of the Pepperdine University 
Graduate and Professional School’s Institutional Review Board (GPS IRB) at (310)568-
2389. 
 
I fully understand the information in this informed consent form and have received a 







I have explained and clarified the details of this research study necessary for participant 






































Protocol for Teacher Interviews on the Classroom Experiences of African American 




Hello my name is Kimberly C. Johnson and I am a doctoral student at Pepperdine 
University.  I am working with your program to determine the experiences 
African American male students’ in your classrooms based on teacher 
perceptions.   
 
I would like to thank you in advance for agreeing to participate in this study.  
Your participation in this study will be used to improve the Lake Avenue program 
and also improve the classical program.   
 
A letter was sent to your Principal explaining the purpose of this study.  Prior to 
the interview I would like for you to complete the participant agreement form.  
This form will provide you with pertinent information necessary for you to 
determine if you would like to continue your participation in this study.   
 
II. INTERVIEW AGREEMENT 
 
The researcher will give the interviewee a copy of the form and allow the 
participant to review the form and answer any questions the interviewee may 
have.  The researcher will then request that the participant sign the form prior to 
beginning the interview.  If a participant decides to withdraw his or her 
participation in the study the researcher will excuse the participant from any 
further participation in this study.   
 
The researcher will inform the participant that any and all interview questions and 
or answers will remain confidential and that any and all data will only be known 
by the researcher.  The researcher will analyze and synthesize the data in to 
categories and themes.  The data obtained in this study will only be used for this 
dissertation.   
 
This afternoon I would like to ask you about your perceptions of the classroom 









Do you have any questions or concerns regarding this study that you need me to 




1) How many years have you been teaching? 
 
2) Why did you choose education as a profession? 
 
3) Barring any cognitive disabilities, do you believe that all students have the same 
ability to learn and achieve? 
 







(a) Are any of these students African American males? 
(b) Why are these students challenging? 
 
Probes:    Do you think there are any underlying issues related to self-esteem? 
Why or why not? 
 
5) Do you think you have a good understanding of your student’s individual background 
and culture? 
 
6) Have you ever participated in a home visit? 
 








7) How would you describe a classroom environment that promotes positive learning for 
all students? 
a) What about African American male student in particular? 
 
Probe: How do you compare your classroom to that ideal classroom? 
 
8) How would you describe the level of parent participation with your students? 
a) What methods have you used to encourage parent/teacher collaboration? 
 
Probe: Were your methods useful in building healthy relationships with these 
parents? 
 
9) Are teacher in-service trainings offered in your geared toward increasing the success 
of African American males in the classroom? If so specifically what topics were 
covered? 
 
Probe: Were the trainings successful?  Did the he trainings offer useful tools for 
use in your classroom? 
 
10) Are there opportunities to collaborate with other teachers with these same students in 
your program?  
 
Probes: If so, how often do you meet with other teachers? 
 
Are your administrators’ a part of the collaboration?  How are these interactions 










Male                Female 
 
 
2. ETHNIC BACKGROUND 




3. HIGHEST EDUCATION LEVEL ATTAINED 
 
Bachelor’s        Master’s                Doctorate 
 
 
4. HOME LANGUAGE 
 
English           Spanish      Portuguese     Cantonese    Mandarin     Thai      Korean 
 

























Principal Investigator:  Kimberly Johnson 
 
Project Title: Teacher Perceptions of Classroom Experiences of African American Male 
Students in a High School Alternative Program 
 
I ___________________________________,consent to participate in the research study 
conducted by Kimberly Johnson, a doctorate student at Pepperdine University School of 
Education and Psychology under the supervision of Dr.  Diana Hiatt-Michael.   
 
I understand that the purpose of this student is to examine the perceptions teachers have 
about the classroom experiences of African American male students.   
 
I understand that my participation in this study is because I am a parent of a male student 
in an alternative high school program; I understand that my participation in this study is 
strictly voluntary.  I also understand that I will be interviewed for approximately 30-60 
minute and give consent to being audio taped.  I understand that my name will not be 
used in the final document of this study.  In lieu of my name I will only be identified by a 
number assigned to me by the researcher.  If there is information in the tapes that may 
compromise my identity, the researcher will block any and all information from the 
transcriptions and the audio tapes; transcriptions and interview documents will be 
retained by the researcher in a locked file cabinet in her home and destroyed upon 
completion of this study.   
 
I understand that I may withdraw my participation at any point of this study or refuse to 
answer any question if I become uncomfortable in anyway.  I understand that there is no 
payment for my participation and understand that there are no obvious risks to my 
participation in this study.   
 
If I have any questions or concerns regarding any part of this study, I will contact 
Kimberly Johnson, (562) 235-5199, Kimcjohn@yahoo.com.  If there are additional 
questions or concerns regarding this study, I will contact Dr.  Diana Hiatt-Michael at 
Pepperdine University (310) 568-5644.  If I have questions regarding my rights as a 
participant, I will contact Dr. Doug Leigh, chairperson of the Pepperdine University 






I fully understand the information in this informed consent form and have received a 






I have explained and clarified the details of this research study necessary for participant 


























Protocol for Parent Interviews on the Classroom Experiences of African American Male 
Students in an Alternative High School Program 
I. INTRODUCTION 
Hello my name is Kimberly C.  Johnson and I am a doctoral student at Pepperdine 
University.  I am working with the Lake School alternative program to determine 
the experiences of African American male students’ in their classrooms based on 
teacher and parent perceptions.   
 
I would like to thank you in advance for agreeing to participate in this study.  
Your participation in this study will be used to improve the Lake School program 
and also improve the classical program.   
 
A letter was sent to the school Principal and district Superintendent explaining the 
purpose of this study.  Prior to the interview I would like for you to complete the 
participant agreement form.  This form will provide you with pertinent 
information necessary for you to determine if you would like to continue your 
participation in this study.   
 
II. INTERVIEW AGREEMENT 
The researcher will give the interviewee a copy of the form and allow the 
participant to review the form and answer any questions they may have.  The 
researcher will then request that the participant sign the form prior to beginning 
the interview.  If a participant decides to withdraw his or her participation in the 
study the researcher will excuse the participant from any further participation in 
this study.   
 
The researcher will inform the participant that any and all interview questions and 
or answers will remain confidential and that any and all data will only be known 
by the researcher.  The researcher will analyze and synthesize the data into similar 
categories and themes.  The data obtained in this study will only be used for this 
dissertation.   
 
This afternoon I would like to ask you about your perceptions of your child’s 




Do you have any questions or concerns regarding this study that you need me to 






1) Why is your child in the Lake School as opposed to a traditional high school? 
 What are your thoughts about your student being in the Lake School 
Program? 
 
2) Do you and your son talk regularly about events in his life? 
 
3) Has your son shared with you his experiences at the Lake School? In the classroom?  
 
5)   How do you view your son’s relationship with his teachers? 
 
a) Do you have consistent communication with your student’s teachers? 
How and why do you communicate with the teachers? How often? 
Are you comfortable with the communication?  
Who initiates the communication? 
 
Are your son’s teachers supportive when you ask questions? 
a) Are the teachers responsive? 
  
 
6)   How do you view your involvement in your son’s education? 
a. Are there opportunities for parental involvement in this school? 
 
 Probes:   Have you ever volunteered inside or outside of school 
7)Is this school helpful about informing you about what you can do to increase your son’s 
academic achievement? 
b. How can this school be more helpful to you in helping your son increase 
his grades? 
 
Probes:  Are you registered on school loop? 
 
Would training be helpful for you?  
 
8) What are your aspirations for your child’s future after high school? What do you 




1. PARENT HOUSEHOLD 
Mother        Father     Guardian   Both parents live in the home 
 
2. ETHNIC BACKGROUND 







3. GRADE OF STUDENT 
__________ 
 
4. HIGHEST EDUCATION LEVEL ATTAINED 
 
High School Graduate_____  Some College_______ College Grad ____ 
 
Graduate/Post Graduate ______ 
 




6. HOME LANGUAGE 
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